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CHAPTER    I. 

FAMILY    PRIDE. 

?HILE  Victor  and  Diana  were  rapt 
in  the  first  bliss  of  acknowledsfed 
mutual  love,  Mr.  Ross  returned 
from  Olton  Priors.  He  offered  to  take  Mr. 
Norton  round  his  small  property,  which  left 
Victor  free  to  escort  Diana  back  to  the 
Priory. 

"  I  almost  despair  of  your  parents'  consent," 
Victor  said    as  they  walked  back  together. 
"  I    know   they  \n\l   consider  my  love  pre- 
sumptuous, perhaps  impertinent." 
VOL.  III.  37 
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'*  You  may  have  something  to  bear,  Victor ; 
I  do  not  say  you  will  not.  My  mother  has 
set  her  heart  on  my  becoming  the  future 
Lady  Margate,  and  my  father  believes 
Captain  Norman  to  be,  as  no  doubt  he  is,  of 
the  salt  of  the  earth ;  but  they  will  come 
round  in  time,  dear,  and  you  must  not  mind 
a  few  hard  words  at  first." 

''  As  if  I  should  mind  anything,  now  that 
1  have  your  love,"  said  he,  as  he  fondly 
stroked  her  nut-brown  hair ;  '^  shall  I  leave 
you  to  tell  your  parents,  or  shall  I  come  in 
with  you  now  V 

"  I  think  I  had  better  see  papa  first 
alone.  I  can  manage  him  better  than  my 
mother." 

"  And  if  they  refuse  me  my  treasure  T 

Diana  looked  up  as  if  she  hardly  under- 
stood. "Then  we  must  wait,  dear,  till  they 
consent.  I  am  their  only  child.  I  will 
never,   if    I    can    help    it,   cause   them    one 
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moment's  pain ;  your  loss  may  be,  at  the 
worst,  their  gain ;  no  one  else  l^ut  my 
parents  will  ever  benefit  by  their  rejection 
of  you." 

**  Let  me  hear  you  say  you  love  me  once 
again." 

She  threw  her  arms  round  his  neck  with 
the  abandonment  of  a  child. 

"  I  love  you,  I  love  you,  I  love  you,  and  I 
shall  love  you  to  my  dying  day." 

Then  she  broke  away  from  him,  and  left 
him  standing  at  the  wicket-gate.  She  turned 
and  kissed  her  hand  to  him  once  more,  then 
the  trees  hid  her  fairy-figure,  and  Victor 
strode  home  alone. 

Mr.  Trevor  was  punctilious.  He  would 
be  very  much  annoyed  if  he  were  not  made 
acquainted  with  his  daughter's  engagement 
at  once.  So  Diana  went  immediately  to  his 
private  room. 

"  Well,  my  Uttle  one,   what  is  it  now  ?" 
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said  he  as  she  stooped  over  him  and  kissed 
his  brow.  Then,  when  he  noticed  her  beam- 
ing face  and  the  sunshine  in  her  eyes,  he 
remembered  Captain  Norman's  frequent 
visits,  and  the  hopes  that  he  and  Lady 
Adela  had  frequently  interchanged  of  late 
as  to  a  brilliant  future  in  store  for 
Diana. 

"  Is  my  girl  happy  ?"  he  asked. 

''  Oh  !  papa  !  papa  !  I  love  him  more  than 
my  life !" 

He  gathered  her  in  his  arms.  "  My 
darling,  my  only  one,"  he  murmured  fondly, 
"  I  and  your  mother  had  often  hoped  that 
this  might  come  to  pass.  It  is  a  brilliant 
future  for  you,  Diana,  and  he  is  a  splendid 
young  fellow,  who  seems  to  me  worthy  even 
of  my  Diana." 

Diana  had  not  expected  that  her  father 
would  have  given  in  so  easily.  ^'  Indeed, 
indeed  he  is,"  she  cried  ;  ''  oh  !  papa,  it  seems 
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ungrateful  to  you  to  say  so,  but  I  never  knew 
what  perfect  happiness  was  before." 

"Did    he   write    to    you,    my  darling — I 
thought  he  started  this  morning  for  London 
Poor  Lord  Margate  can  hardly  be  long  for 
this  world." 

Diana  disengaged  herself  from  her  father's 
embrace.  She  saw  it  all  now— how  her 
father  had  so  counted  on  her  becoming  a 
countess,  that  he  had  been  blind  to  her  own 
love  for  Victor. 

"  It  is  not  Captain  Norman,  papa,"  she 
said  quickly.     '^  It  is  Victor  Ross  !" 

Had  a  thunderbolt  faUen  at  Mr.  Tre- 
vor's feet  he  could  not  have  been  more 
startled. 

''Victor  Ross !  the  young  timber-merchant !" 
he  exclaimed.  Then  he  laughed,  that  satirical 
laugh  that  Diana  dreaded  mare  than  any 
burst  of  passion.  "  You  must  have  taken 
leave  of  your  senses,  Diana." 
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'^  It  is  so,  papa,  and  I  cannot  unsay  it.  I 
think  we  have  loved  each  other  ever  since 
we  first  met.  He  asked  me  to-day  to  be  his 
wife,  and  I  gave  him  my  love  and  my 
promise." 

**  It  is  preposterous,  ridiculous,  out  of  the 
question/'  said  Mr.  Trevor,  trying  to  work 
himself  into  a  rage.  ''  I  never  heard  such 
nonsense  in  my  life  !  You,  a  duke's  grand- 
daughter, the  heiress  of  the  Trevors,  to 
throw  yourself  away  upon  a  carpenter's  son, 
a  mere  nobody,  a  fellow  who  works  in  his 
own  timber-yard  with  his  shirt-sleeves  rolled 
up  to  his  shoulders.  Why,  Diana  1  you 
might  as  well  have  told  me  you  meant  to 
marry  the  village  blacksmith." 

''  I  should  have  told  you  so,  if  I  had  had 
any  such  intention,"  said  Diana  rather 
defiantly.  ''I  do  not  see  anything  so  very 
out  of  the  way  in  this  engagement.  Victor 
Eoss  is  a  gentleman,  an  educated  gentleman. 
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He  is  brave  and  honest  and  true.  He  saved 
all  our  lives  at  the  risk  of  his  own.  His 
character  is  unstained ;  and  I  have  given  him 
my  whole  heart." 

''  Then  you  will  have  to  take  it  back  again. 
I  ^vill  not  even  discuss  such  a  possibility  as 
your  engagement  to  this  man.  It  is  utterly 
and  entirely  out  of  the  question,  as  I  shall 
take  an  immediate  opportunity  of  telling 
him." 

"  Very  well,  papa,"  said  Diana  very 
quietly.  ''  Come,  Fido,"  and  she  and  her 
dog  disappeared  into  the  privacy  of  Diana's 
own  room. 

Diana  had  rather  expected  this  termina- 
tion to  her  brief  love-affair ;  but  she  was  a.s 
obstinate  as  she  was  liigh-spirited.  When 
Mr.  Trevor  found  that  she  was  going  to 
be  an  old  maid,  when  she  refused  to  go 
into  society  and  shared  a  district  with  Miss 
Priscilla   in   the    parish,    then    Mr.    Trevor 
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would  give  way  and  she  would  many  Victor 
Hoss.  At  least,  this  was  what  Diana  told 
Fido,  while  she  plentifully  bedewed  his  silky 
coat  with  tears. 

Mr.  Trevor  meanwhile  souofht  his  wife  in 
great  perturbation  of  spirit.  It  was  a  great 
blow^  to  this  proud  aristocrat,  this  ex-guards- 
man, who  had  moved  only  among  the  elite 
of  rank  and  fashion  all  his  life,  that  such  a 
man  as  Victor  Koss  the  timber-merchant 
should  have  dared  to  lift  his  eyes  to  Diana. 
Doubtless  he  was  all  that  was  excellent,  a 
very  worthy  young  man  in  his  way,  but  he 
nmst  be  taught^ to  remember  his  proj^er 
station. 

Mr.  Trevor  found  his  wife  in  the  conser- 
vatory among  her  flowers.  He  at  once 
plunged  into  the  midst  of  the  matter,  and 
was  almost  angry  at  the  calm  way  in  which 
Lady  Adela  received  his  news. 

He  might  have  known  by  this  time  that 
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Lady  Adela  s  calmness  increased  in  proportion 
to  the  danger. 

"  I  do  not  see  that  we  can  blame  ourselves 
or  Priscilla,  or  indeed  anybody,"  said  Lady 
Adela,  ''  unless  it  be  the  coachman  who  lost 
his  nerve,  and  the  horses,  who,  poor  things, 
are  dead.  That  accident  at  Rosses'  wharf  of 
course  excited  a  romantic  interest  in  the  young 
people  for  one  another,  and  this  is  the  result." 

"  And  what  is  to  be  done  now  t'  asked 
Mr.  Trevor  impatiently. 

''  I  think,  my  dear,"  said  Lady  Adela  in 
her  iciest  manner,  ''  you  will  be  wise  to  let 
me  see  the  young  man  myself.  If  you  speak 
to  him,  it  will  give  him  an  importance  in  his 
o^\m  eyes  as  a  rejected  suitor,  which  it  should 
be  our  object  to  lessen.  If  Diana's  father 
has  a  formal  interview  with  Diana's  lover, 
the  matter  might  possibly  rise  from  its. 
present  ludicrous  aspect,  and,  by  being  talked 
about,  increase  Mr.   Ross's  good  opinion  of 
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himself.  I  think  you  had  better  treat  the 
whole  affair  with  contempt.  I  will  tell  Mr. 
Victor  Ross  that  we  have  other  views  foi* 
our  daughter,  and  make  him  understand,  in  a 
quiet  way,  that  he  must  give  up  such  a 
notion  once  for  all.  If  I  have  your  per- 
mission to  take  this  course,  I  think  I  will 
stroll  up  to  Black  Rock  before  dinner.  This 
is  just  one  of  those  things  that  is  best  settled 
quietly  out  of  hand,  before  a  breath  of  it  can 
reach  the  ears  of  our  neighbours." 

"  Had  we  not  better  sleep  on  it,  Adela  ?" 
said  Mr.  Trevor,  who,  being  a  hot-tempered 
man,  always  felt  inclined  to  give  his  judgment 
the  benefit  of  delay. 

'*  There  is  nothing  to  sleep  on,"  said  Lady 
Adela  very  calmly.  "  There  are  not  two 
sides  to  the  question.  There  is  nothing  to 
^rgue.  With  Diana  I  shall  treat  the  matter 
as  a  little  joke.  There  cannot  be  much  in 
such  a  romance.     Banter  will  be  the  worst 
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enemy  to  it,  at  any  rate.  Do  not  make  any 
difference  in  your  treatment  of  Diana.  Look 
at  the  matter  as  you  would  at  a  child's  panto- 
mime ;  and  now  I  think  I  will  put  on  my 
bonnet  and  go  up  to  Black  Rock." 


CHAPTER    II 


A    BLUNT    REFUSAL. 


HEN  Lady  Adela  arrived  at  Black 
Kock,  she  asked  for  Mr.  Victor 
R-oss,  saying  she  would  not  come 
in,  but  that  she  wanted  a  few  cuttings  of 
myrtles  from  the  bushes  in  the  Wilderness, 
and  would  carry  them  home  with  her  if  Mr. 
Victor  would  gather  them. 

Blushing  guiltily  Victor  soon  appeared. 
He  was  at  a  loss  to  understand  what  had 
brought  Lady  Adela  so  quickly  to  Black 
Bock.  Diana  could  not  have  been  at  the 
Priory  above  an  hour. 
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Lady  Adela  welcomed  the  young  man 
smilingly,  shook  hands  cordially,  said  she  had 
not  much  time,  and  just  wanted  a  cutting  or 
two,  which  she  could  carry  home  in  her  hand. 

Then  the  two  wandered  into  the  Wilder- 
ness, and  Lady  Adela,  saying  she  would  rest 
awhile  and  enjoy  the  view,  sat  down  on  a 
garden-seat. 

Victor  remained  standing  before  her.  His 
stalwart  figure  was  very  noble  certainly,  and 
the  sunshine  tinged  his  yellow  beard  with  a 
glorious  gold.  Lady  Adela  admitted  to  her- 
self, as  he  stood  there  in  the  full  pride  of  his 
manhood,  that  he  was  a  man  like  to  a  Viking 
of  old,  but  she  had  no  room  in  her  heart 
for  admiration  while  Diana's  future  was  at 
stake. 

"  I  came  partly  for  my  cuttings,"  she  said 
in  a  light,  cheerful  voice,  "  and  partly  to  ask 
another  favour  of  you,  Mr.  Ross — one  that  1 
feel  sure  you  will  grant  me." 
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Victor  bowed  uneasily.  He  wondered 
what  could  be  coming. 

"  My  little  girl  has  been  a  good  deal  with 
your  sister  lately,"  continued  Lady  Adela, 
"  to  my  great  delight,  for  I  have  the  highest 
opinion  of  Miss  Ross ;  perhaps  Diana  ought 
to  be  still  at  school,  but  her  father  doats  on 
her  so  tenderly,  that  I  have  given  way  to  his- 
wish  to  keep  her  wdth  him  at  home.  You 
are  almost  the  only  man  she  has  ever  seen 
since  she  came  out  into  society,  Mr.  Ross, 
and  I  think  her  childish  fancy  might  think 
more  of  such  pretty  speeches  as  young  men 
make  to  girls  all  the  world  over,  than  would 
be  good  for  her.  From  something  that  was 
said  to-day,  I  felt  that  perhaps  I  had  been  to 
blame  in  not  having  spoken  to  you  sooner  on 
the  subject.  Diana  is  very  impulsive,  and 
thinks  a  great  deal  of  a  compliment  when 
she  likes  the  person  who  pays  it,  so  I  hope 
you  will    avoid   saying   any    of  those   little 
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speeches  to  her,  in  a  manner  which  might 
lead  her  to  think  of  them  seriously." 

"  Excuse  me,  Lady  Adela,  but  I  feel  that 
I  am  bound  to  interrupt  you.  May  I  ask  if 
you  have  seen  Miss  Trevor  since  she  returned 
from  here  to-day  1" 

'^  No,  I  have  not ;  why  do  you  ask  '?" 

"  You  have  not  heard  then  that — that — in 
short,  that  I  have  already  ventured  to  express 
what  has  been  in  my  mind  ever  since  I  saw 
Miss  Trevor " 

''  Go  on,  Mr.  Ross ;  there  is  evidently  some 
httle  guilt  on  your  mind  which  you  wish  to 
confess,"  said  Lady  Adela,  with  her  sweetest 
smile.  '^  Now  confide  in  me ;  you  have 
already  told  her  she  was  a  very  pretty  girl, 
or  some  nonsense  of  that  sort.  You  will 
turn  her  head,  indeed  you  will ;  you  must 
remember  that  she  i's  quite  a  child,  still  quite 
a  chHd." 

"  But,   Lady  Adela,    I    have    said   more, 
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much  more  than  that.  Surely  Miss  Trevor 
has  told  you  what  passed  between  us." 

''  My  httle  girl  has  told  me  nothing,"  said 
Lady  Adela,  still  steadily  ignoring  the  idea 
of  Diana  being  sufficiently  grown  up  to  make 
anything  said  by  a  young  man  at  all  serious. 
*^  She  said  something  to  her  father,  I  believe, 
which  made  me  regret  I  had  not  availed 
myself  of  an  earlier  opportunity  to  ask  you 
not  to  joke  with  her  as  you  might  with  a 
grown-up  girl." 

''Miss  Trevor  is  surely  grown  up,"  urged 
Victor,  embarrassed  beyond  measure  at  the 
whole  matter  being  regarded  as  a  mere 
schoolboy  frolic. 

''My  dear  Mr.  Boss,  let  me  be  quite 
candid  with  you.  It  may  be  all  very  well 
for  you  to  say  pretty  things  to  Diana  now ; 
she  is  such  a  mere  child,  that  of  course  we 
should  take  no  notice  of  them,  nor  would 
she ;  but  the  day  will  come  when  Diana  will 
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be  no  longer  a  child.  We  have  views  for 
Diana  in  the  future  which  I  need  not  bore 
jou  with,  and  we  should  be  very  sorry  if  she 
learnt  at  Black  Rock  any  notions  which 
might  lead  her  to  set  her  parents'  \\dshes  at 
defiance.  Her  uncle,  the  duke,  has  views 
^bout  my  little  girl's  future,  when  she  is 
older ;  so  has  her  father,  who,  as  head  and 
chief  of  all  the  Trevors,  may  be  pardoned  for 
expecting  a  brilliant  alHance  for  Diana.  I 
■only  mean  that  as  she  is  so  much  with  you 
and  your  sweet  sister,  I  felt  I  ought  to  take 
you  into  my  confidence  about  Diana.  We 
expect  her  to  make  a  very  brilliant  alliance 
some  day.  It  sounds  ambitious  and  not 
quite  in  good  taste,  I  know,  but  you  will 
pardon  a  mother,  when  she  feels  she  has  to 
speak  out  for  an  only  child." 

Victor  wished  the  ground  might  open  and 
swallow  him.  Great,  strong,  muscular  giant 
as  he  was,  what  could  he  do  in  the  hands  of 

VOL.  in.  38 
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such  a  Avoman  as  this  low-voiced  smiHng- 
aristocrat,  whose  perfect  repose  of  manner 
exasperated  him  beyond  all  words  ? 

"  Hear  me,  Lady  Adela,  I  pray  you,  before 
you  say  any  more.  I  am  not  a  man  to  push 
myself  into  a  society  above  me.  I  hope  I 
am  too  proud  for  that ;  but  love  levels  all.  I 
love  your  daughter.  I  have  told  her  so ;  and 
she  loves  me  in  return.  I  know  that  I  am 
not  worthy  of  her;  I  know  that  a  plain 
timber-merchant  is  no  fit  mate  for  the  heiress 
of  the  Trevors,  for  the  granddaughter  of  the 
Duke  of  Wessex.  I  have  no  plea  to  advance 
but  my  great  love ;  I  have  no  excuse  to  give 
for  my  presumption  but  my  love.  The 
worship  of  an  honest  heart  is  a  shame  to  no 
woman,  and  Miss  Trevor  is  a  woman,  a 
noble,  tender,  loving  woman,  and  a  child  no 
longer." 

''Such  sentiments  do  you  infinite  credit, 
Mr.   Eoss ;  I  am  delighted  to  find  that  the 
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young  men  of  the  present  day  can  love  so 
well.  I  need  not  ask  you,  I  am  sure,  if  you 
have  said  anything  to  Diana  without  first 
asking  her  father  and  me.  What  you  have 
just  said  places  that  out  of  the  question. 
It  would  have  been  too  dishonourable, 
and  you,  I  am  sure,  are  the  soul  of 
honour." 

"  Lady  Adela,  I  implore  you,  stop.  Your 
daughter  has  promised  to  be  my  wife." 

''  You  are  joking,  Mr.  Eoss ;  I  remember 
how  I  too  engaged  myself  to  a  cousin  of  mine 
when  I  was  about  ten  years  old,  and  we 
made  out  lists  of  the  furniture  we  should 
require,  and  of  the  people  we  would  ask  to 
our  wedding." 

*'  Miss  Trevor  is  no  child,"  said  Victor, 
rousing  himself  in  desperation  to  dispel  the 
false  light  in  which  Lady  Adela  placed  the 
whole  matter.  ''  Do  not  let  us  misunderstand 
each  other,  Lady  Adela,  I  love  your  daughter 
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with  my  whole  heart,  and  I  beHeve  that  she 
as  utterly  returns  my  love." 

"  Mr.  Ross,"  said  Lady  Adela,  rising  from 
her  seat  and  speaking  with  crushing  dignity, 
'^  you  seem  to  be  sane  and  sober  ;  the  imper- 
tinence of  your  remarks  is  therefore  all  the 
more  unpardonable.  When  my  daughter 
weds,  it  will  be  in  her  own  rank,  with  a  man 
of  her  own  station.  You,  I  believe,  are  a 
tradesman ;  your  father  was  a  master  car- 
penter, your  grandfather  an  artisan.  It  is 
not  from  your  rank  of  life  that  we  should 
expect  a  husband  for  the  descendant  of  the 
Trevors  and  the  FitzHenrys.  Your  pre- 
sumption I  might  have  laughed  at ;  the  dis- 
honourable nature  of  your  conduct  I  cannot 
pardon.  Let  it  be  understood,  once  for  all, 
that  any  idea  that  may  have  wandered  into 
your  brain,  that  you  may  one  day  climb  into 
a  sphere  so  much  above  you  as  that  of  Diana 
Trevor,  is  the  merest  castle  in  the  air.     That 
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you  should  have  dared  to  make  love  to  my 
daughter,  is  almost  past  my  comprehen- 
sion. Let  my  absolute  rejection  of  you 
for  her  come  home  once  and  for  ever  to 
your  intelligence.     That  is  my  final  word." 

The  calm  disdain  with  which  Lady  Adela 
spoke,  cut  Victor  to  the  very  quick.  She 
moved  away  down  the  garden  path,  Avithout 
one  word  of  parting.  He  could  not  bring 
himself  to  follow  her.  He  stood  rooted  to 
the  spot  on  which  he  stood.  What  had  he 
done  that  he  should  be  held  up  to  such  scorn 
and  ridicule  1  What  was  there  in  this  cursed 
pride  of  birth  that  could  arrogate  to  itself  the 
right  to  blight  and  crush  all  loves  that  were 
not  sanctioned  by  its  social  laws  ?  Was  not 
he  as  good  as  she,  after  all  ?  was  he  not 
educated,  a  gentleman,  a  scholar,  the  son  of 
a  man  who  owned,  in  another  land,  estates 
twenty  times  larger  than  those  of  all  the 
Trevors  put   together  1  and  yet  this   duke's 
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daughter  had  scorned  him  as  a  tradesman, 
and  as  the  son  of  a  master  carpenter  I 
Poor  Victor!  That  day  ended  bitterly  for 
him. 


CHAPTER  III. 


THE    HORNETS    PREPARE    TO    STING. 


EEK  after  week  flew  by.  It  was 
now  the  end  of  August.  Captain 
Norton  had  not  returned  to  Cod- 
desley.  Lord  Margate's  state  of  health  was 
such  that  his  doctors  had  ordered  his  imme- 
diate removal  to  St.  Moritz,  and,  at  his 
earnest  request.  Captain  Norman  had  ac- 
companied him. 

Conrad  Norton  was  still  the  guest  of  the 
Brooms.  He  had  not  proposed  to  Genista, 
but  he  was  hand  in  glove  with  Planty ;  he 
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was  the  trusted  adviser  of  Mr.  Broom,  and 
the  chosen  confidant  of  his  wife.  Mrs. 
Broom  could  not  say  enough  good  of  Mr, 
Norton.  He  was,  in  her  eyes,  an  epitome 
of  all  the  virtues.  As  far  as  she  was  con- 
cerned, he  might  stay  at  Buncombe  for  ever. 
The  only  person  who  seemed  indifferent  to 
the  young  man's  charms  of  person  and 
manner  was  Genista. 

The  Trevors  had  been  away  for  nearly  six 
weeks.  They  had  accepted  an  invitation  to 
stay  with  Lady  Adela's  brother,  the  Duke 
of  Wessex.  They  had  left  the  Priory  rather 
suddenly  and  unexpectedly.  Only  Miss 
Priscilla  knew  the  reason  why ;  and,  of 
course.  Barker. 

Mr.  Trevor  had  called  on  Miss  Priscilla 
the  day  after  Lady  Adela's  visit  to  Black 
Bock,  and  had  expressed  himself  somewhat 
warmly  on  the  subject  of  the  Bosses,  and 
Victor   in    particular.     Miss    Priscilla    had 
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been  much  upset  by  her  cousin's  visit ;  but 
she  had  smoothed  matters  as  far  as  she  could. 
She  had  suo^o-ested  chano-e  for  Diana,  and 
had  promised  to  use  her  influence  with 
Victor  Ross. 

Miss  Desmouhnes  had  not  miscalculated 
her  chances.  She  had  foreseen  that  Victor 
would  lose  his  head  as  he  had  already  lost 
his  heart;  and  that  he  Avould  receive  his 
dismissal  from  Miss  Trevor's  parents  in 
terms  that  would  leave  a  never-to-be-for- 
gotten sting. 

Miss  Desmoulines  understood  the  depar- 
ture of  the  Trevors  as  well  as  if  Lady  Adela 
had  confided  the  whole  matter  to  her.  She 
had  noted  Victor's  downcast  look  the  very 
day  after  Conrad's  visit  to  Black  Rock,  and 
she  had  kno^vn  from  the  latter  that  Victor 
had  on  that  day  walked  home  alone  with 
Diana. 

Day  after   day   Miss  Desmoulines   found 
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means  to  see  Victor  Koss.  The  field  was 
open  to  lier.  Diana  was  out  of  the  way. 
Eva  was  dull,  left  alone  at  Black  Rock,  after 
Diana's  constant  companionship  of  late.  Miss 
Desnioulines  contrived  to  supply  Diana's 
place  with  Eva. 

She  was  an  accomplished  draughtswoman. 
She  offered  to  teach  Eva  what  she  knew. 
Eva  gladly  availed  herself  of  the  offer,  and 
-scarcely  a  day  passed  but  that  Miss  Des- 
moulines  met  Victor  Ross  in  his  own 
home. 

Every  meeting  fanned  the  flame  of  Elise's 
passion  for  the  young  timber-merchant.  His 
very  indifierence  to  her  fired  her  to  fresh 
efforts.  His  magnificent  figure,  his  rich 
colouring,  his  great  strength,  all  combined  to 
make  him  in  her  eyes  a  sort  of  demigod, 
whom  to  see  was  to  love,  and  to  love  was 
to  worship. 

Notwithstanding  her   passion  for   Victor, 
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Miss  Desmoulines  was  too  keen  to  break  off 
her  flirtation  with  Planty  Broom.  She  found 
out  from  Conrad  at  what  times  the  heir  to 
Buncombe  might  be  expected  at  ''  The 
Willows,"  and  she  contrived  to  be  always 
waiting  for  him,  and  always  in  raptures  at 
his  arrival. 

The  full  advantage  of  hunting  in  couples 
now  became  apparent.  Conrad  and  Ehse 
fully  understood  one  another.  Each  thought 
the  other  a  fool  for  allowing  love  to  interfere 
mth  business ;  but  each  was  prepared  to 
lend  every  possible  assistance  to  the  other's 
schemes.  Mrs.  Astor  found  herself  reduced 
to  a  mere  lay  figure  ;  but  she  had  been  pro- 
mised her  share  of  the  plunder,  so  she  had 
to  eat  her  heart  in  silence  and  passive  dis- 
content. 

The  detestation  in  which  the  Brooms  held 
the  Bosses,  favoured  the  plans  of  both 
Conrad  and  Elise.     There  was  no  communi- 
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cation  whatever  between  Buncombe  and 
Black  Rock. 

Conrad  would  bring  Planty  to  "The 
Willows,"  leave  him  there;  and,  on  the  pre- 
text of  exploring  the  neighbourhood,  ride  on 
to  Black  Rock,  to  pour  soft  nothings  into 
Eva's  ears.  Then,  as  soon  as  Planty  was 
safely  under  Conrad's  guardianship  once 
more,  Elise  would  stroll  forth  to  give  her 
lesson  in  water-colours,  and,  as  offcen  as  not, 
would  contrive  to  join  Victor  on  his  home- 
ward walk  from  business  in  Olton  Priors. 

It  had  been  as  much  as  Conrad  could 
do  to  deter  Planty  Broom  from  making 
Elise  a  premature  offer  of  marriage.  The 
young  man's  amorous  nature  was  fired 
almost  to  madness  by  Elise's  beauty  ;  but 
Conrad's  assurances  that  if  he  wished  to 
win  her  he  must  wait  to  declare  him- 
self, had  as  yet  restrained  his  passionate 
ardour. 
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Conrad,  on  his  part,  continued  to  pay  as- 
siduous attention  to  Genista,  partly  from 
pique  at  finding  his  advances  so  coldly  re- 
ceived, partly  because  he  quite  understood 
that  Mrs.  Broom  had  selected  him  for  a 
son-in-law,  and  that  on  that  account  he  had 
been  invited  to  Buncombe. 

Genista,  however,  spent  much  of  her  time 
among  the  poor  of  Olton  Prioi-s ;  and  to 
avoid  returning  home  to  luncheon  on  the 
days  she  reserved  for  her  parochial  labours, 
she  generally  lunched  with  the  Howards. 
Both  in  the  parish  and  at  Arundel  Lodge 
she  constantly  met  Mr.  Channing.  Since 
George  Wari'e  had  been  received  by  Miss 
Priscilla,  Mr.  Howard  had  asked  him  to  his 
house,  and  Pericles  Bone  put  in  an  appear- 
ance between  those  professional  duties  which 
so  gravely  oppressed  him. 

Mrs.  Astor,  left  much  alone,  found  herself 
often  at  the  Manor  House.     Miss  Priscilla 
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sincerely  pitied  the  lonely  little  widow ; 
Olton  Priors  was  doubtless  very  dull  for 
her.  She  encouraged  her  visits  to  the 
Manor  House ;  and  by  degrees  began  to 
make  half-confidences  to  her,  which  j^roved 
invaluable  to  Conrad  and  Elise. 

One  day  in  the  first  week  of  September, 
Mrs.  Astor  was  sitting  with  Miss  Priscilla  in 
her  garden,  when  the  latter  was  suddenly 
called  away  by  Barker  to  some  consultation 
on  household  matters.  The  wind  was  high, 
and  Miss  Priscilla's  work-basket  was  upset 
in  her  absence.  Mrs.  Astor  busied  herself 
in  collecting  the  miscellaneous  articles  it  con- 
tained, and  among  them  a  letter  which  the 
wind  had  blown  open,  and  which  was  spread 
out  on  the  grass,  so  that  any  one  might  read 
who  chose. 

Mrs.  Astor  did  choose.  She  was  not  at 
all  particular  about  such  matters,  and  the 
words  at  the  top  of  the  page  arrested  her 
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attention.  What  she  read  on  the  inside 
pages  of  the  letter  as  it  lay  on  the  grass  was 
this  : 

.  .  .  .  ^'  dauo^hter's  marriao-e  with  her  cousin. 
Adolphus  Darell.  The  engagement  is  ap- 
proved of  by  all  of  us.  It  may  be  some 
time  before  the  ceremony  comes  off,  as  after 
all  the  poor  girl  has  suffered,  time  must  be 
allowed  for  many  things  to  sort  themselves. 
Mr.  Darell  has  promised  to  pay  us  a  visit  at 
the  end  of  September. 

"  Captain  Norman,  I  hear,  returns  to  Cod- 
desley  this  week,  but  only  for  a  short  time. 
Lord  Margate  is  sinking  gradually,  but  he 
may  last  some  time — perhaps  even  till  next 
spring.  The  doctors  hold  out  no  hope  of  his 
eventual  recovery.  We  return  to  the  Prior)^ 
in  a  few  days,  when  we  shall  see  you  and  tell 
you  all  about  the  wedding  arrangements,  so 
far  as  thev  have  been  settled." 
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Mrs.  Astor  was  in  the  act  of  turning  over 
the  letter  as  it  lay  on  the  grass,  when  Miss 
Priscilla  reappeared ;  so  she  merely  replaced 
it  in  the  work-basket,  and  assumed  her 
habitual  air  of  widowed  melancholy.  One 
thing  was  certain  ;  whatever  there  was  to  do 
must  be  done  before  the  advent  of  Dolly 
Darell. 


CHAPTER  lY. 

DOLLY    DARELL    THREATENS    TO    SPOIL    SPORT. 

RS.  ASTOR  lost  no  time  in  com- 
municating to  Elise  and  Conrad 
the  various  bits  of  news  she  had 
gleaned  from  Lady  Adela's  letter  to  Miss 
Priscilla.  On  the  afternoon  of  the  day  on 
which  Mrs.  Astor  had  become  aware  of  the 
imminent  arrival  of  Mr.  Adolphus  Darell, 
Conrad  had  called  at  "  The  Willows  "  alone, 
Planty  Broom  having  gone  to  Shalemoiith 
for  the  day  with  his  mother,  and  the  three 
VOL.  III.  39 
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conspirators  were  able  to  discuss  their  plans 
without  fear  of  interruption. 

"  The  long  and  the  short  of  the  matter  is 
this,"  said  Mrs.  Astor,  with  more  decision 
than  was  usual  with  her  :  "if  you,  Conrad, 
mean  to  marry  Genista  Broom,  you  must  do 
so  within  the  month  before  Dolly  Darell 
comes  down  here  ;  and  if  you,  Elise,  mean  to 
marry  Planty,  you  must  have  an  engage- 
ment between  you  recognised  by  the  Brooms 
at  once.  Dolly  Darell  is  up  to  every  move 
of  our  game,  and  if  he  knew  we  were  here 
now,  he  would  be  certain  to  '  split '  on  us." 

"  As  long  as  he  does  not  see  us,  it  does 
not  sio-nifv,"  said  Conrad  moodily.  "  He 
cannot  possibly  guess  who  we  are  under  our 
assumed  names  ;  but  there  is  no  doubt  his 
arrival  here  must  be  prevented  until  such 
time  as  he  can  do  us  no  harm." 

"  How  prevented  ?"  asked  Elise,  glancing 
uneasily  at  Conrad's  set  face. 
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There  was  an  evil  smile  upon  Conrad's  lips 
as  he  replied  : 

^'  Somehow  ;  you  may  safely  leave  that  to 
me. 

''  It  seems  to  me,"  said  Mrs.  Astor,  "  that 
these  Rosses  have  entirely  upset  all  our 
plans.  I  wish  they  were  at  the  bottom  of 
the  sea,  that  I  do  !  We  came  down  here  for 
Elise  to  get  money  out  of  Plant y  Broom  by 
breach  of  promise  of  marriage,  if  marriage 
itself  seemed  undesirable ;  and  now  this 
absurd  fancy  of  hers  for  a  big  yeoman  with 
yellow  hair  is  going  to  be  allowed  to  mar  the 
whole  scheme." 

Elise's  white  complexion  gi*ew  whiter  still 
at  her  sister's  words. 

"  It  cannot  matter  to  you,  Anne,  whom  I 
love,  provided  I  land  a  heavy  sum  for 
damages  out  of  the  Buncombe  estates,"  she 
said.  *'  You  have  cared  for  a  man  before 
now,  and  you  know  what  it  means.     I  necer 
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have,  until  I  saw  this  Victor  Ross.  There 
is  nothing  to  conceal  in  the  matter  from 
either  you  or  Conrad.  I  am  no  girl  in  my 
'  teens/  to  blush  at  my  own  passion  ;  and  I 
am  quite  aware  that  I  could  not  deceive 
either  of  you  in  this  matter,  even  if  I  would. 
I  never  supposed  that  I  was  capable  of 
making  such  a  fool  of  myself.  I  know  now 
that  there  is  no  depth  of  folly  I  could  not 
reach  to  secure  the  love  of  Victor  Ross.  If 
I  could  but  make  him  care  for  me,  I  would 
throw  Planty  Broom  and  his  money  to  the 
winds.  I  hate  young  Broom.  I  never 
knew  how  I  could  hate  one  man,  until  I 
knew  how  I  could  love  another.  I  speak  all 
the  more  plainly  because  you,  Conrad,  cannot 
conceal  from  me  that  you  are  in  the  same 
plight.  You  are  head  over  ears  in  love  with 
Eva  Ross.  This,  and  this  alone,  makes  you 
lukewarm  in  your  designs  upon  Genista's 
fortune." 
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Conrad's  dark  face  grew  darker  still. 

"  Our  cases  are  different,"  he  said  pre- 
sently. "  I  can  obtain  no  damages  from 
Miss  Broom  if  she  chooses  to  break  off  an 
engagement  to  marry  me ;  therefore,  unless 
I  make  up  my  mind  actually  to  marry  her,  I 
had  better  not  entangle  myself  in  any  pro- 
mises. You,  Elise,  on  the  contrary,  have 
everything  to  gain  by  an  engagement  to  this 
rich  young  fool,  whether  you  eventually  marry 
him  or  not." 

*'  If  Victor  Koss  knew  I  was  enorao-ed  to 
Planty  Broom,  he  would  cease  to  be  my 
friend,  and  would  certainly  never  become  my 
lover/'  said  EHse,  interrupting  him.  '^  He 
has  the  worst  possible  opinion  of  Planty,  and 
would  have  the  same  of  me  if  he  thougfht  I 
could  either  love  him  or  marry  him  without 
loving  him." 

"  Nevertheless,  you  must  act  at  once," 
said  Conrad   decisively  ;    "  I    am    certain    I 
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cannot  prevent  young  Broom  from  pro- 
posing to  you  any  longer.  You  had  better 
sound  Victor  Koss  at  once.  See  if  you  stand 
any  chance  of  becoming  his  wife.  No  woman 
knows  better  than  you  how  to  make  a  man 
say  what  he  does  really  mean." 

"  You  will  have  a  powerful  weapon,  Elise, 
in  the  letter  of  which  I  told  you.  Evidently 
Miss  Trevor  has  forgotten  Victor  for  Dolly 
Darell ;  I  do  not  think  young  Ross  is  the 
sort  of  man  to  put  up  with  that  kind  of  thing. 
Catch  him  on  the  rebound,  even  marry  him, 
since  you  care  so  much  about  him,  and  we 
will  all  turn  respectable,  and  become  county 
people  in  Sandshire." 

Mrs.  Astor  laughed,  but  the  laugh  was 
hard  and  forced,  and  there  was  a  ring  of  pain 
in  her  voice  as  she  spoke. 

"  Of  course,  if  Dolly  Darell  were  to  come 
here,  the  game  would  be  up,"  said  Elise 
reflectively. 
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'^  Dolly  Darell  will  not  come  here,  at  any 
rate  not  until  he  is  too  late  to  interfere  with 
our  plans,"  said  Conrad  decisively.  "  I  told 
you  before  I  will  take  the  responsibility  (jf 
keeping  that  young  man  in  London,  on  my 
own  shoulders." 

^'  I  am  to  give  Eva  Ross  a  drawing  lesson 
this  afternoon,"  said  Elise,  suddenly  looking 
s,t  her  watch.  '''  Victor  is  to  call  for  me  at 
five  o'clock.  I  see  it  is  close  upon  that  now. 
I  shall  0^0  to  the  o-arden-j^ate  and  wait  for 
him  there.  Yes  !  I  must  find  out  whether 
there  is  any  chance  for  me  with  him." 

"  And  if  not  1"  asked  Conrad. 

''  If  not,  I  shall  accept  Planty  Broom  to- 
morrow ;  fix  the  day,  order  the  trousseau,  be 
received  in  Sandshire  as  the  future  Mrs. 
Plantagenet  Broom,  make  the  engagement 
as  notorious  as  possible,  and  then  behave  in 
such  a  manner  as  to  make  the  young  prig 
break  it  off",  and  pay  handsomely  for  so  doing. 
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And  you,  Conrad,  is  it  to  be  Eva  or  Genista  ? 
for  you  cannot  afford  to  play  a  waiting  game 
any  better  than  I." 

"  I  expect  letters  by  to-morrow's  post, 
which  will  decide  me,"  answered  he.  "  I 
may  have  to  go  into  Inchester  to, morrow 
on  important  business,  but  on  the  following 
day  I  will  come  here  and  tell  you  all  I  have 
found  out,  and  all  I  intend  to  do.  Now 
good-bye  ;  say  a  good  word  for  me  as  usual, 
Elise,  at  Black  Rock.  It  is  already  five 
o'clock." 

Mrs.  Astor  sighed  heavily  as  Conrad  took 
his  departure.  Not  one  thought  of  her 
occupied  his  heart  or  head.  Weary  little 
woman  !  Life  was  but  a  network  of  intrigue 
to  her.  Deception  and  frivolity  were  her 
constant  companions  ;  a  miserable  past,  and  a 
liopeless  future,  her  daily  food  for  contempla- 
tion ! 


CHAPTER  V. 


ELISE    PROPOSES. 


LISE  DESMOULINES  quite  un- 
derstood that  the  time  was  come 
when  Victor  must  be  made  to 
show  whether  the  lonof  sieo-e  laid  to  his 
affections  had  made  any  breach  therein. 

A  flood  of  tenderness  swept  over  the  girl's 
heart,  as  she  stood  waiting  for  the  handsome 
timber-merchant  at  the  gate  of  "  The  Wil- 
lows." Her  passion  for  Victor  had  swamped 
all  other  passions  which  had,  till  now, 
held   sway    in    her    heart.      She    felt    that 
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hitherto  her  Hfe  had  been  a  blank.  She 
now  began  to  hate  her  lying,  scheming,  in- 
triguing past  with  a  hatred  that  scorched  her 
in  its  intensity,  because  she  had  learnt  to 
love  an  honest,  brave,  truthful  man,  such  as 
had  never  crossed  her  path  before. 

How  she  hated  her  duplicity !  What 
would  she  not  now  give  to  be  an  innocent, 
trustful,  guileless  girl,  not  because  she  loved 
virtue,  but  that  she  might  be  worthy  of  the 
hero  of  her  dreams. 

She  watched  Victor  as  he  came  up  the 
village  street.  She  noted  the  swing  of  his 
shapely  limbs,  his  firm  elastic  tread,  the 
sunshine  lighting  up  his  golden  beard.  Oh  ! 
if  the  gods  would  but  give  her  this  man's 
love,  would  she  not  worship  at  their  shrines 
for  evermore  ? 

"  I  am  afraid  I  have  kept  you  waiting. 
Miss  Desmoulines,"  said  Victor,  as  he 
reached  the  gate.     '^  We  have  just  had  news 
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from  Canada  of  rather  a  startling  nature,  and 
my  father  could  not  spare  me  as  early  as 
usual." 

''  A  pleasure  loses  nothing  by  being  waited 
for,"  said  she  with  a  beaming  smile.  ''  I 
hope  your  news  from  Canada  is  not  un- 
pleasant ?" 

*'  On  the  contrary,  it  sounds  almost  too 
good  to  be  true.  Property  of  ours  is  wanted 
by  Government.  We  have  been  offered  a 
sum  for  it  which  will  make  us  independent 
of  aU  trade." 

"  Indeed  !  how  glad  I  am  for  your  sake  ! 
and  yet  I  cannot  fancy  you  an  idle  man. 
You  contrive  to  ennoble  labour  in  youi'self 
and  all  with  whom  you  associate." 

She  looked  up  at  him  as  she  said  this,  with 
so  much  sweet  trustfulness  in  her  dark  eyes, 
that  Victor  could  not  but  feel  touched. 
Common  flattery  he  would  have  despised  ; 
but   Elise    was    no    common    flatterer.     He 


44  COUNTY    VERSUS    COUNTER. 

allowed  his  earnest  gaze  to  meet  hers  for  a 
moment.  Love  her  he  could  not,  for  his 
heart  was  full  of  the  image  of  Diana  Trevor ; 
but  her  sympathy  was  sweet  to  him.  her 
open  admiration  of  his  attempts  to  better 
his  own  and  other  people's  condition  flattered 
him  far  more  than  any  appreciation  of  his 
personal  appearance  could  have  done.  Long 
before  now  he  had  suffered  himself  to  receive 
comfort  from  the  woman  b}^  his  side  for  the 
loss  of  Diana,  and  the  hard  words  of  Lady 
Adela.  Miss  Desmoulines  had  taken  care, 
while  administering  censure  to  Lady  Adela 
with  one  hand,  to  damn  Diana  with  faint 
praise  with  the  other.  Her  powers  of 
intrigue  were  great,  but  she  had  failed  to 
gauge  the  depth  of  the  young  man's  love 
for  Diana,  a  love  which  was  a  coat  of 
mail  to  him  against  the  fascinations  of 
Ehse. 

As  they  passed  the  Priory,  on  their  way 
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to  Black  Rock,  Elise,  with  a  mournful  wave 
of  her  hand  in  the  direction  of  the  house, 
said : 

"  You  have  heard  that  they  return  in  a 
week's  time,  have  you  not  ?" 

"  So  Miss  Priscilla  informed  me." 

'^  And — have  you  heard — anything  else  V* 
He  did  not  understand.  His  blue  eyes 
sought  hers  questioningly. 

'^No.  What  else  is  there  to  hear?"  he 
said. 

''  I  cannot  be  the  one  to  tell  you.  Oh ! 
Mr.    Ross  ! — Victor  ! — I    am    so    sorry    for 

you." 

It  was  the  first  time  she  had  called  him 
by  his  Christian  name.  How  sweet  it 
sounded  to  her  as  she  pronounced  it.  But 
he  took  no  notice.  He  was  thinking  of 
Diana. 

^'  What  do  you  mean  ?"  he  said,  with  some 
sternness  in  his  voice.     '*  What  is  there  that 
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can  affect  me  now  with  regard  to  the  Tre- 
vors ?" 

She  stopped,  and  laid  her  hand  upon  his 
arm. 

''  You  will  not  hate  me  if  I  tell  you  V 

'*  Hate  you,  Miss  Desmoulines  !  Are  you 
not  my  best,  my  kindest  friend  ?" 

''  She  has  forgotten  you,  she  is  engaged  to 
another  !" 

Victor  turned  pale. 

''  Who  is  your  authority  ?"  he  asked. 

"  I  cannot  tell  you  that.  A  letter  written 
by  Lady  Adela  came  by  accident  into  wrong 
hands.  That  letter  announced  the  ensrao'e- 
ment  of  Miss  Trevor  to  her  cousin,  Mr. 
Adolphus  Darell.  Did  a^ou  know  that  Mr. 
Darell  was  expected  at  the  Priory  in  Sep- 
tember r 

'*  No ;  and  I  do  not  believe  in  the  engage- 
ment. Forgive  me,  Miss  Desmoulines,  of 
course   I  do  not  doubt  your  word,  ])ut  you 
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are  mistaken.  I  will  not  allow  myself  to 
imagine  that  Diana — that  Miss  Trevor  can 
so  soon  have  forgotten." 

''Nevertheless  it  is  true.  Miss  Trevor 
was  taken  away  from  the  Priory  in  order 
that  she  might  not  be  subjected  to  your 
influence.  She  was  taken  to  the  duke's 
house,  on  purpose  to  open  out  to  her  other 
views  of  life  and  love  than  those  she  had 
adoj^ted  in  Sandshire.  Forgive  me  for  the 
pain  I  cause  you  ;  you  know,  do  you  not, 
how,  if  I  could,  I  Avould  spare  you  every 
pang;  but  it  is  kinder  to  tell  you  now,  than 
to  let  you  hear  the  truth  from  others.  Miss 
Trevor  was  only  flirting  with  you  ;  she  was 
amusing  herself  for  the  time  being.  Now 
she  has  met  some  score  of  young  men  at  the 
duke's,  and  she  has  chosen  from  among  those 
whom  her  mother  considers  people  of  her 
own  set.  Oh,  Victor  !  what  can  I  say  to 
comfort  you  V 
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"  Perhaps  I  was  wrong  to  tell  her  of  my 
love,  when  our  positions  were  so  far  apart," 
said  he  in  a  hoarse  voice.  "  Doubtless  she 
has  been  forced  into  this  match.  Well !  I 
believed  she  loved  me  I  Perhaps  I  was  a 
fool !"  and  the  young  fellow  sighed  bitterly. 

^^Do  you  know  anything  of  this  Mr. 
Darell  ?"  said  he  presently,  as  they  neared 
Black  Pock. 

"I  have  met  him  in  London,"  she  answered; 
*^  I  do  not  know  him  well.  He  is  handsome, 
after  an  effeminate  style,  tall,  distinguished- 
looking,  and  rich.  His  mother  was  Lady 
Adela's  sister,  so  he  and  Miss  Trevor  are 
first  cousins.  You  must  not  grieve,  Victor ; 
she  was  not  worthy  of  you  ;  think  how  many 
friends  you  have,  who  would  be,  who  are, 
i-eady  and  willing  to  do  anything  on  earth 
for  you." 

"  Where  1"  he  asked ;  ''I  do  not  know 
them  " 
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"  Where  T  she  echoed  softly,  "  can  you  ask 
where  ?"  and  the  great  dark  eyes  looked  up 
into  his  with  all  the  passion  that  fihse  could 
summon,  and  concentrate  in  one  lovinsf 
glance. 

Then  he  understood.  Had  Victor  been  a 
man  of  the  world,  he  would  have  fenced, 
■dissimulated,  even  lied,  had  it  been  expe- 
dient ;  but  he  was  a  simple-minded  honest 
man,  guileless  and  sincere.  Instead  of  at- 
tempting to  extricate  himself  from  what  he 
now  perceived  to  be  his  false  position,  b}^  any 
of  those  meaningless  nothings  that  a  more 
worldly- w^ise  man  would  have  made  use  of; 
he  was  only  shocked,  deeply  shocked  that  he 
should  have  given  cause  to  filise  to  misunder- 
stand his  friendly  attentions  to  her.  What 
could  he  say  ?  He  could  not  tell  the  w^oman 
he  did  not  love  her,  simply  because  she  had 
asked   him  a  question.      Yet   he  could  not 

VOL.  III.  40 
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make  liimself  out  such  a  fool  as  to  pretend  he 
did  not  understand  her. 

iilme  saw  his  embarrassment,  and  i:>romptly 
took  advantage  of  it.  She  saw  that  the  love- 
making  must  be  done  by  her ;  that  if  Victor 
were  to  be  won  at  all,  he  must  be  won  by 
storm.  She  stood  still  in  the  middle  of  the 
path,  facing  him.  Her  pale  complexion  was 
all  aglow  with  her  j)assion;  her  dark  eyes 
shone  bright  with  love. 

^^What  need  of  fence  between  us  two?" 
she  said ;  "  Victor,  you  know  I  love  you,  love 
you  Avith  all  my  heart  and  soul,  love  you  as 
that  other  girl  does  not  know  how.  Tell  me 
you  return  my  love  ;  I  could  not  live,  I  think^ 
without  your  heart.  You  have  seen,  you 
must  have  seen  how  day  by  day  you  have 
stolen  my  heart  from  me,  till  now  it  is  yours^ 
all  yours,  to  wear  or  to  break  as  you  will." 

She  stretched  out  her  hands  to  him  in 
beseeching  entreaty.      The  tears    sprang   to 
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her  beautiful  eyes.  The  haughty  EHse,  the 
admired,  the  superb,  trembled  in  the  intensity 
of  the  passion  she  had  kindled  in  her  own 
breast  for  the  splendid  young  fellow  who 
stood  before  her. 

He  stood  like  a  statue.  He  did  not  move. 
His  lips  framed  no  reply  till  he  saw  her  totter 
forward  as  thouc^h  she  would  fall  into  his 
arms.     Then  he  spoke. 

"  Miss  Desmoulines ;  this  is  madness.  I 
never  guessed  for  one  instant  that  you  re- 
garded me  otherwise  than  as  a  friend.  How 
should  I,  when  all  this  month  past  you  have 
spoken  to  me  but  of  comfort  for  my  lost  love, 
my  love  of  Diana  Trevor  ]  Indeed,  indeed  I 
have  no  love  to  give.  My  heart  has  long 
ceased  to  be  in  my  own  keeping." 

He  drew  himself  up  away  from  her,  sorrow- 
fully, not  scornfully.  His  manner  was  very 
gentle  but  very  sad. 

She  stood  there  pale  and  trembling.     She 
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tsaw  in  liis  face  that  there  was  no  hope  for 
her,  that  her  passion  for  this  man  had  been 
bhnd ;  that  it  had  been  nourished  by  her  own 
imagination,  and  by  that  alone.  Her  out- 
stretched hands  dropped  to  her  side.  With 
a  bitter  sob,  she  sat  down  on  the  bank  by  the 
road-side,  and  covered  her  face  with  her 
hands. 

But  it  was  only  for  a  moment  that  she 
thus  gave  way.  Springing  uj),  with  the  tears 
still  coursing  down  her  cheeks,  she  bravely 
steadied  her  voice. 

"  Perhaps  you  will  despise  me  for  what  I 
have  done.  I  cannot  help  that.  I  have 
given  you  my  heart  and  you  have  thrown  it 
back.  You  do  not  want  it.  Very  well.  I 
would  have  loved  you  as  few  men  are  loved ; 
but  that  is  over  now.  I  will  not  bore  you 
long.  Whatever  I  may  choose  to  do  in  the 
future,  promise  me  that  you  will  not  interfere  ; 
I   must  return  to  real  life.      My  dream  of 
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happiness  has  been  brief,  and  I  have  hved  to 
awake,  and  to  know  that  it  was  a  dream. 
Whatever  you  hear  of  me,  remember  that 
you  once  had  the  chance  of  making  me  a 
good  woman,  faithful,  tender  and  true.  It  is 
not  your  fault  that  you  could  not  take  the 
opportunity,  but  it  is  my  misfortune.  My 
love,  my  only  love,  good-bye." 

She  caught  his  hand  to  her  lips  and  kissed 
it  passionately,  then  sj^ed  away  at  a  fast  walk 
down  the  path  and  was  soon  lost  to  sight 
among  the  trees. 


CHAPTER  VI. 


ELISE    ACCEPTS. 


N  the  following  day  Plantagenet 
Broom  called  at  ^^  The  Willows," 
l^roposed  in  form  to  Miss  Desmou- 
lines,  and  was  accepted.  The  day  after  that, 
the  Brooms  came  in  state  in  the  yellow 
barouche  to  call  on  Elise  and  Mrs.  Astor, 
and  the  news  of  the  engagement  spread  far 
and  wide  throughout  the  neighbourhood. 

It  was  hardly  a  nine  days'  w^onder,  for 
before  so  long  a  period  had  elapsed  Olton 
Priors  had  other  things  to  talk  about. 
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Captain  Xorman  had  returned  alone  to 
Coddesley.  He  himself  saw  no  reason  to 
hope  that  Lord  Margate  could  live  through 
the  coming  winter.  Lady  Margate  had 
promised  to  telegraph  in  case  her  husband 
should  become  rapidly  worse,  and  in  any 
case  it  was  Captain  Norman's  intention  to 
return  to  St.  Moritz  in  a  month's  time,  to 
accompany  his  brother  to  Egypt,  should  he 
be  strong  enough  to  undertake  the  journey. 
In  the  meantime  he  had  come  back  to 
Coddesley  with  the  object  of  making  love  to 
Eva  Ross.  Lord  and  Lady  Margate  being 
absent,  there  was  no  reason  why  he  should 
conceal  his  real  object  under  pretext  of  paying 
daily  visits  to  the  Priory ;  and  besides,  the 
Trevors  were  not  to  return  home  for  at  least 
a  week  after  Captain  Norman. 

Miss  Desmoulines,  being  herself  aware  of 
the  real  state  of  Diana  Trevor's  feelings,  had 
communicated    her    opinion    about    Caj^taiii 
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Noriiiaii  and  Eva  Ross  to  her  sister  and 
Conrad  Norton.  To  them  also  she  had 
mentioned  the  sudden  acquisition  of  wealth 
to  the  Ross  family,  about  which  Victor  had 
enlightened  her  on  that  memorable  walk 
through  the  woods  to  Black  Rock.  Still 
Conrad  hesitated  to  declare  himself  to  either 
Eva  or  Genista.  He  had  been  accustomed 
to  be  the  spoilt  darling  of  the  gentler  sex. 
His  singular  beauty  and  charming  manners' 
had  always  ensured  him  elsewhere  an  easy 
conquest  over  any  woman's  heart  to  which  ho 
had  thought  it  worth  while  to  lay  siege.  But 
on  neither  Eva  nor  Genista  did  Conrad  feel 
that  he  had  made  any  sufficient  impression. 
He  was  perfectly  aware  of  the  power  of  hi& 
beauty,  but  he  did  not  exaggerate  thafc  power. 
He  was  too  clever  a  man  to  be  vain.  He 
rated  his  good  looks  at  their  real  value ;  he 
did  not  suppose  that  they  would  have  the 
same  effect  on  all  temperaments.     He  was 
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not  surprised  that  Eva  Ross  should  regard 
him  but  coldly.  He  read  the  girl's  nature 
aright.  She  was  not  a  passionate  woman ; 
she  was  vers^  yo^^iig?  very  simple-minded,  and 
very  pure  in  heart.  Her  mind  was  not  given 
to  pondering  over  the  personal  charms  of 
her  acquaintance,  and  besides,  she  was  so 
familiarised  with  personal  beauty  in  her  own 
immediate  family,  that  she  did  not  lay  such 
store  by  it  as  many  girls  do,  who  belong  to 
plain  families. 

But  that  Genista  Broom  should  be  un- 
touched by  Conrad's  many  fascinations  sur- 
prised the  young  man  himself  as  much  as,  or 
more  than,  it  did  Mrs.  Broom.  Genistar 
worshipped  beauty  in  all  forms.  Her  own 
shortcomino's  in  that  matter  were  a  bitter 
grief  to  her,  and  in  consequence  she  greatly 
exaggerated  the  advantages  it  conferred  on 
the  happy  possessors  of  it.  But  the  very 
enthusiasm  with  which  she  would  dilate  to- 
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her  mother  on  the  subject  of  Mr.  Norton's 
good  looks,  showed  Mrs.  Broom  at  once 
that  her  daughter  s  heart  was  comparatively 
untouched  by  it.  Truly,  there  were  depths  in 
Genista's  character  that  Mrs.  Broom  failed 
to  com23rehend. 

Time  passed.  The  Trevors  returned  to 
the  Priory ;  but  nothing  transpired  on  the 
subject  of  Diana's  engagement  to  Dolly 
Darell.  Victor  was  too  proud  to  mention 
his  conversation  with  Miss  Desmoulines  to 
any  one,  even  his  own  sister.  Foiled  in 
making  Diana's  engagement  serve  her  own 
turn,  Miss  Desmoulines  had  no  reason  for 
spreading  a  report  which  in  her  own  heart 
she  did  not  really  believe.  Lady  Adela 
acknowledged  that  Mr.  Darell  was  expected 
at  the  Priory  at  the  end  of  September,  but 
she  said  no  word  about  him  as  the  accepted 
suitor  of  her  daughter  ;  and,  considering  the 
means   by   which   Mrs.    Astor   had   become 
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possessed  of  this  piece  of  neAvs,  neither  she 
nor  her  sister  felt  indined  to  question  Lady 
Adela  on  the  matter. 

Mrs.  Astor  had  declared  that  it  would  be 
impossible  for  her  to  remain  in  Sandshire 
beyond  the  three  months  for  which  she  had 
taken  ''  The  Willows."  Miss  Desmoulines' 
marriage,  therefore,  was  fixed  for  the  last 
week  in  September. 

That  young  lady  herself  was  almost  beside 
herself  with  indecision.  Should  she  marry 
Planty  Broom,  or  should  she  get  herself 
bought  off  for  a  good  round  sum,  as  she  had 
so  often  done  before  '? 

''  I  hate  Planty  Broom,"  she  said  one  day 
to  Mrs.  Astor.  ''  I  know  I  shall  not  stay 
with  him,  even  if  I  marry  him  ;  and  then 
my  last  state  will  be  worse  than  my  first." 

"  EHse,  you  talk  like  a  fool,"  Mrs.  Astor 
replied.  '*  You  seem  to  have  lost  all  your 
old  practical  good  sense  since  you  gave  way 
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to  the  weakness  of  caring  for  that  young 
fellow  at  Black  Eock.  Hopkins  and  Jenkyns 
were  only  ordinary  young  men,  with  no 
fortune  whatever.  Of  course,  with  them 
the  only  thing  to  go  in  for  was  a  breach  of 
promise.  But  young  Broom  is  quite  another 
sort  of  fool  to  either  Hopkins  or  Jenkyns. 
He  has  heaps  of  money ;  he  will  be  a 
wealthy  landed  proprietor;  he  is  young, 
good-looking " 

"  For  all  the  world  like  a  weasel !"  inter- 
polated Elise. 

"  Never  mind  what  he  is  like.  You  would 
have  thought  him  quite  handsome  enough  if 
you  had  not  gone  crazy  over  Victor  Boss.  I 
tell  you,  Elise,  if  you  allow  this  man  to  slip 
through  your  fingers,  for  the  largest  sum 
that  any  jury  would  give  you,  you  must  be 
a  bigger  fool  than  I  took  you  for.'* 

"  But  the  man  is  positively  repulsive  to 
me." 
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"  What  does  that  signify  ?  Any  man 
would  be  repulsive  to  you  while  j^our  head 
is  runnino'  on  Victor  E-oss.  Fortune  has 
favoured  us  far  beyond  what  we  could  have 
hoped  for.  We  came  down  here  on  purpose 
to  catch  young  Broom.  We  have  caught 
him.  We  have  found  him  worth  the  cap- 
ture ;  just  the  sort  of  spoony  idiot  that  we 
have  been  waiting  for  all  these  years ;  and 
now  that  the  fish  is  actually  landed,  you 
want  to  put  him  back  into  the  water  and  let 
him  go,  simply  because  your  fancy  is  tickled 
by  a  fish  of  another  kind." 

"  But,  Anne,  when  we  came  here,  I  did 
not  know  what  love  meant.  Since  I  have 
known  Victor  Boss,  I  have  also  known  what 
it  is  to  have  good  and  noble  desires — aspira- 
tions after  a  hio-her  life  than  one  of  snarinof 
young  fellows  for  their  money's  sake.  Oh, 
my  God  !  that  I  had  never  stooped  to  touch 
their  gold  !     I  used  to  glory  in  my  power  of 
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plundering  men.  Now  I  loathe  myself  be- 
yond all  words  since  I  have  known  what  it 
is  to  love  with  my  whole  heart  and  soul !" 

"  Do  you  suppose,"  said  Mrs.  Astor,  with 
a  bitter  laugh,  "  that  it  was  any  easier  for 
me  years  ago  co  sell  myself  to  that  old  satyr 
of  a  husband  of  mine  than  it  is  for  you  to  go 
to  the  arms  of  this  young  '  cad  V  Yet  I  did 
it.  And  why  1  Because  you  and  I  were 
both  in  danger  of  starving  had  I  not  done 
so.  You  love  this  young  Hoss,  you  say,  and 
therefore  you  cannot  throw  yourself  into  the 
breach  as  you  allowed  me  to  do  years  ago, 
Elise  I  Do  you  forget  that  I,  too,  loved, 
with  all  the  passion  of  my  nature,  a  man 
whom  I  could  not  marry  ?  That  I  deliber- 
ately gave  him  up  that  you  and  I  might 
have  bread  ?  And  now  your  turn  has  come. 
I  call  on  you  to  save  me  from  beggary,  as  I 
once  saved  you.  If  you  shrink,  you  are  a 
coward  as  well  as  a  fool." 
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"  Enough  !  enouo^h  !  Anne,  spare  your 
taunts.  I  should  have  thought  that  ha\4ng 
drained  misery  to  the  dregs  as  you  have^ 
there  was  enough  of  the  woman  in  you  still 
to  have  made  you  rather  hold  me  back  from 
such  a  precipice  than  be  the  one  to  push  me 
over.  I  think  if  I  had  had  a  younger  sister^ 
I  should  have  striven  hard  that  her  fate 
might  not  have  been  so  hideous  as  my  own. 
But,  doubtless,  a  few  years'  union  with 
Planty  Broom  will  bring  me  to  his  level 
and  yours !" 

'*  I  do  not  deserve  this/'  said  Mrs.  Astor^ 
reddening  at  the  implied  reproach.  "  I  only 
wish  you  to  seize  an  opportunity  that  will 
not  come  to  you  twice  in  a  lifetime.  If  you 
follow  my  footsteps,  it  will  be  your  own 
look-out.  But  I  do  not  fear  that.  For 
whom  would  you  be  likely  to  leave  Planty 
Broom,  except  for  Victor  Ross " 

'^  Silence,  Anne  !"  interrupted  Elise,  pale 
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with  passion.  "  Whatever  depths  I  might 
ffill  to,  it  would  never  be  through  such  a 
man  as  Victor  that  I  should  reach  them." 

*'  You  said  yourself  but  just  now,"  said 
Anne  sullenly,  "  that  even  if  you  married 
young  Broom,  you  felt  sure  you  would  not 
stay  with  him." 

*'But  I  did  not  say  that  I  should  live 
with  any  one  else.  I  did  not  say  that  be- 
cause I  could  not  live  with  one  man,  who 
was  repulsive  to  me,  therefore  I  could  choose 
another  whom  I  loved  as  little.  No,  Anne  ; 
I  am  not  quite  so  bad  as  that !" 

"  All  this  twaddle  about  feelings,  and 
emotion,  and  sentiment  is  all  very  w^ell,  even 
if  a  woman  has  but  a  paltry  hundred  a  year 
to  fall  back  upon,"  said  Mrs.  Astor  sharply ; 
*^  but  you  do  not  seem  to  me  to  realise  the 
desperate  position  Ave  are  in.  We  knew 
when  we  arrived  that  our  very  existence 
depended    on    our    success.       Suppose    you 
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throw  this  man  over ;  suppose  your  esca- 
pades with  Messrs.  Hopkins,  Jenkyns,  and 
Co.  come  to  Hght  in  the  witness-box,  as  they 
are  only  too  hkely  to  do,  then  where  are  we, 
may  I  ask  ?  You  will  get  either  paltry 
damages,  or  none  at  all ;  and  we  shall  be 
thrown  on  the  world  with  no  money,  no 
position,  no  prospects  !  Elise,  you  must 
marry  this  man.  It  has  come  to  this  :  that 
you  must  choose  between  marriage,  the  work- 
house, or  the  gaol.     Which  do  you  prefer '?" 

"  If  it  comes  to  that,"  said  ^  Elise,  with  a 
harsh  laugh,  ''  I  suppose  I  must  marry 
Planty  Broom." 
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CHAPTER  VII. 

HERE,    BY    MY    TROTH,    IS     THE     ONE    MAID 
FOR    ME." 

HAT  Diana  should  be  entirely  pre- 
vented from  meeting  the  Ross 
family  was,  of  course,  quite  im- 
possible after  the  return  of  the  Trevors  to 
the  Priory  ;  but  when  she  did  come  across 
them,  it  was  always  in  a  crowd.  No  ex- 
planation was  expected  or  offered.  Victor, 
under  the  belief  that  where  there  was  smoke 
there  must  be  fire,  calmly  awaited  the  ex- 
pected announcement  of  Diana's  engagement 
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to  Mr.  Darell ;  but  he  spoke  of  it  to  no 
one,  and  the  Trevors  seemed  incUned  to  be 
equally  reticent. 

Whatever  the  change  in  the  Kosses'  cir- 
cumstances might  be,  it  did  not  appear  in 
their  style  of  living.  Victor  and  his  father 
still  attended  to  the  timber  business  at  the 
wharf,  Eva  to  her  household  duties  at  Black 
Rock.  Miss  Priscilla  alone  knew  how  gTeat 
the  change  really  was  ;  and  while  she  re- 
joiced greatly  in  her  friends'  prosperity,  she 
kept  theu'  counsel  well. 

Mrs.  Broom  had  issued  invitations  far  and 
wide  to  a  grand  ball  at  Buncombe  the  week 
before  her  son's  marriage  with  Miss  Des- 
moulines  was  fixed  to  take  place.  The 
Bosses  were  not  invited,  but  the  *  county ' 
and  a  gTeat  many  of  the  *  counter '  were 
included  in  Mrs.  Broom's  list. 

Miss  Desmoulines'  wedding-day  had  been 

41—2 
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fixed  by  her  with  a  view  to  being  married 
before  Dolly  Darell  appeared  upon  the  scene, 
but  these  plans  were  greatly  disconcerted  by 
an  announcement  from  Conrad  Norton,  that 
the  Trevors  had  actually  asked  leave  to  bring 
Mr.  Darell  to  the  Brooms'  ball,  nearly  a 
week  before  the  wedding-day. 

At  all  hazards  the  advent  of  Dolly  Darell 
must  be  prevented,  but  how  ?  This  was  a 
matter  which  Mr.  Norton  seemed  inclined  to 
manage  in  his  own  way,  however.  On  the 
plea  of  making  various  arrangements  in 
London  for  Miss  Desmoulines  and  Mrs, 
Astor,  Conrad  went  up  to  town  some  three 
days  before  Dolly  Darell  was  expected  at  the 
Priory.  He  had  said  no  word  to  either  Eva 
Ross  or  Genista  Broom  as  yet  on  the  sub- 
ject of  matrimony.  It  was  absolutely  neces- 
sary that  he  should  remain  at  the  Brooms' 
until  filise  was  wedded.  If  he  Avere  to 
propose  to  Genista  and  experience  a  rebuff. 
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he  would  have  to  leave  Buncombe  just  at  the 
moment  his  services  were  most  required  by 
Elise ;  if,  on  the  other  hand,  he  were  either 
accepted  or  refused  by  Eva  Ross,  the  fact  of 
his  having  played  such  a  double  game  would 
assuredly  get  him  turned  out  of  his  present 
comfortable  quarters  before  the  conspiracy 
had  gained  its  ends. 

Conrad  had  not,  like  Elise,  abandoned 
himself  to  any  one  ^^articular  passion.  He 
was  a  very  patient  man.  He  doubted  not 
but  that  his  opportunity  would  come.  He 
had  many  other  irons  in  the  fire  than  mar- 
riage with  any  one,  and  much  as  he  had  been 
struck  with  Eva's  majestic  presence,  he  knew 
that  there  were  other  fine  women  in  the  world 
besides  the  timber-merchant's  daughter,  who 
would  be  likely  to  prove  less  cold  to  his 
advances. 

In  the  meantime,  while  Conrad  Norton 
was  balancing  Genista's  j^urse  against  Ev^a's 
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personal  attractions,  Captain  Norman  had' 
not  let  the  grass  grow  under  his  feet.  A 
day  had  not  passed,  since  his  return,  on 
which  he  had  not  succeeded  in  seeing  Eva 
Ross.  The  girl  had  been  altogether  as- 
tounded by  the  story  she  had  heard  of 
Victor's  proposal  to  Diana,  his  acceptance- 
by  the  girl,  and  his  dismissal  b}^  Lady 
Adela.  Eva  had  never  doubted  in  her  own 
mind  that  Captain  Norman  loved  Diana,  and 
Diana  Captain  Norman.  Sorry  as  she  was 
for  her  brother's  disappointment,  it  was  not 
in  human  nature  but  that  she  should  feel  a 
throb  of  pleasure  when  it  dawned  on  her  how 
matters  really  stood.  Day  by  day,  since 
Norman's  return,  Eva  had  been  more  and 
more  fully  assured  that  Captain  Norman 
loved  her  and  her  alone  ;  but  the  girl  was  of 
a  shy,  proud  nature,  one  who  could  not  brings 
herself  to  show  the  warm  interest  she  really 
felt,  until  her  lover  had  actually  spoken  the 
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words  which  would  make  her  the  happiest  of 
women. 

On  the  day  that  Conrad  Norton  went  to 
London,  however,  Captain  Norman  found  an 
opportunity  of  declaring  his  love.  He  had 
received  a  letter  from  Lady  Margate  giving 
a  favourable  account  of  his  brother's  health, 
and  enclosing  a  note  for  Miss  Priscilla. 
Norman  had  taken  this  note  himself  to  the 
Manor  House,  and  was  rewarded  by  meeting 
Eva  Ross  in  Miss  Priscilla's  drawing-room. 
He  had  asked  leave  to  escort  her  home,  and 
had  thus  found  the  opportunity  he  sought. 

"  I  am  afraid  my  brother  will  never  see 
Coddesley  again,  Miss  Koss,"  said  he,  as 
they  wended  their  way  through  the  woods 
that  skirted  the  Priory. 

*'  1  hope  he  is  not  really  so  ill  as  you 
think,"  she  replied.  "  Egypt  does  wonders  for 
people  with  dehcate  lungs,  I  hear ;  perhaps  a 
winter  at  Thebes  may  quite  restore  him." 
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"  His  lungs  are  not  the  only  trouble.  He 
has  lived  too  fast  throughout.  He  was 
delicate  as  a  lad,  and  he  began  to  live  at 
a  great  pace  when  he  was  not  yet  full  grown. 
A  short  life  and  a  merry  one,  has  always 
been  my  brother's  creed." 

''You  will  return  to  him  soon,  will  you 
not.  I  have  so  often  heard  you  say  that 
Lord  Margate  cannot  bear  to  be  separated 
from  you." 

''  I  shall  go  back  as  soon  as  I  have  asked 
a  question  which  I  came  home  from  St. 
Moritz  to  ask  in  person." 

Then  Eva  felt  that  she  knew  what  was 
coming.  She  tried  to  look  unconcerned,  but 
the  bright  colour  mounted  to  her  cheeks,  the 
blush  would  come,  and  she  felt  almost  over- 
whelmed with  confusion  before  Norman  had 
said  another  word. 

*'  Do  you  remember  the  garden-party  at 
Miss  Priscilla's  ?"  he  continued.     "  Do  you 
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recollect   my   introduction   to   you   by   your 
brother  on  that  bright  June  day  V 

"Yes,  well/'  she  answered,  striving  to 
speak  in  her  ordinary  tone. 

**  Miss  Eoss,  Eva,  I  loved  you  at  first 
sight.  From  the  very  first  moment  we  met, 
I  said  to  myself,  like  Geraint,  '  Here,  by 
my  troth,  is  the  one  maid  for  me.'  Eva, 
dearest,  will  you  be  my  wife  1" 

He  had  stopped  in  the  narrow^  pathway, 
and  had  faced  her.  He  took  both  her  hands 
in  his,  and  gazed  into  her  blue  eyes.  She  did 
not  withdraw  her  hands,  but  she  could  not 
answer  him  even  a  word. 

''  Say  you  love  me,"  he  cried,  ''  I  have 
waited  and  waited  to  tell  you  of  my  love, 
because  I  so  feared  to  speak  too  soon ;  but  I 
can  w^ait  no  longer  now.  Eva,  darling,  say 
you  will  be  my  wife." 

"  I  do  love  you,"  she  said,  blushing  rosy 
red  again,  ''  but  I  dare  not  say  I  will  be  your 
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wife,  Captain  Norman ;  I  am  not  the  bride 
your  brother  would  approve  of.  You  must 
yourself  feel  that.  I  am  a  proud  girl.  I 
could  not  bear  to  enter  a  family  where  I  was 
not  welcome." 

*'  You  will  be  welcome.  Had  it  not  been 
for  my  brother's  danger,  I  might  not  have 
had  the  courage  to  plead  with  you  until  I 
had  been  better  assured  of  your  love.  My 
brother  seems  to  have  but  one  wish  now  that 
he  knows  that  he  must  die,  and  that  is  to  see 
me  married.  He  chose  for  himself;  he  knows 
that  I  shall  do  the  same.  Eva,  dear  Eva,  do 
not  let  any  false  delicacy  or  pride  stand  in 
the  way  of  our  giving  poor  Margate  the  one 
satisfaction  he  so  craves.  You  have  owned 
you  love  me.  I  am  no  foolish  boy  to  have 
rushed  into  love  without  knowing  what  I 
was  about.  I  have  waited  long  years  till  I 
should  meet  my  fate ;  other  women  have 
failed  to  please  ;  but  I  had  not  known  you  a 
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day  before  I  felt  sure  that  you  were  the  one 
woman  who  held  my  whole  future  in  her 
hands.  I  came  back  to  Sandshire  but  for 
this ;  for  this  I  left  my  brother  at  St.  Moritz, 
lest  by  delay  I  might  run  any  risk  of  losing 
the  one  treasure  earth  held  for  me.  You 
will  not  let  me  return  with  my  mission  un- 
fulfilled, and  the  one  hope  of  my  life  crushed 

out  r 

*^  Take  me  then,"   she  said  simply,  ^'  for  I 
love  you  with  all  my  heart." 


CHAPTER  VIII. 


HAPPY  THE  WOOING  THAt's  NOT  LONG  A-DOING." 


HAT  Eva  Ross,  the  timber-mer- 
chant's daughter,  should  have  se- 
cured the  great  match  of  the 
county,  electrified  the  whole  neighbourhood. 
The  county  in  its  great  wisdom  had  settled 
long  ago  in  its  own  mind  that  Diana  Trevor 
was  to  wear  the  Margate  coronet  in  the 
future,  and  since  the  arrival  of  the  Trevors 
in  the  Olton  Priors  district,  all  lesser  claims 
had  been  set  aside  in  favour  of  the  grand- 
daughter of  the  Duke  of  Wessex. 
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The  county  was  very  angry.  County  people 
had  considered  that  they  had  gone  quite 
out  of  their  own  sets  in  caUing  at  Black 
Rock.  They  had  done  so  under  protest,  and 
simply  because  Miss  Priscilla  had  made  such 
a  point  of  their  leaving  their  cards. 

The  astonishment  of  Mr.  Trevor  and  Lady 
Adela  knew  no  bounds.  They  still  were 
under  the  impression  that  Diana  had  given 
Victor  Ross  the  preference  over  Captain 
Norman  from  sheer  wilfulness.  They  still 
fully  believed  that  Captain  Norman  had 
intended  to  propose  to  Diana,  and  that  it 
had  only  been  on  finding  out  how  shamefully 
Diana  had  behaved  about  Victor,  that  he 
had  gone  off  in  a  huff  and  had  proposed  to 
Eva  Ross  instead. 

Captain  Norman,  however,  was  still  in 
ignorance  of  Victor's  proposal  to  Diana 
Trevor.  The  whole  story  had  been  kept 
very  snug,  even  Barker  having  thought  fit — 
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for  once  in  a  way — to  keep  the  matter  from 
Beer.  Beer  was  not  only  Miss  Priscilla's 
^'  Jehu,"  but  the  village  gossip  as  well.  Any- 
thing once  told  to  Beer  became  the  property 
of  Olton  Priors. 

But  if  the  Trevors  were  astounded,  the 
Brooms  were  furious  at  the  news  of  Captain 
Norman's  engagement.  That  the  future  earl 
should  have  chosen  a  wife  from  the  only  one 
family  in  the  district  upon  whom  the  Brooms 
had  refused  to  call,  was  too  much  to  be 
borne.  Lord  Margate  on  his  death-bed,  too, 
as  every  one  knew !  so  that  this  upstart 
timber-merchant's  daughter  would  be  mistress 
of  Coddesley  in  a  twinkling,  and  that  ''  hulk- 
ing young  woodman,"  as  Planty  designated 
Victor,  would  be  own  brother-in-law  to  an 

But  there  was  high  festival  held  at  the 
Manor  House.  As  soon  as  Eva — who  had 
herself  brought  the  tidings  to  her  godmother 
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— had  taken  her  departure,  Miss  Priscilla  had 
called  in  her  faithful  Barker  and  had  wept  so 
continuously  on  the  bosom  of  that  good 
creature  as  to  cause  the  latter  much  anxiety. 
But  as  soon  as  Barker  knew  the  cause  of 
these  tears,  she  hastened  to  mingle  her  own 
with  them,  ejaculating  between  her  sobs  such 
fragmentary  sentences  as  ^'  Well,  now,  did 
you  ever  ?"  '^  If  ever  in  all  my  bom  days  !" 
and  so  on  ad  injinitum  in  Barker  s  own  choice 
vocabulary. 

"  Well,  this  is  good  news,  sure,"  said 
Barker,  as  soon  as  she  had  let  off  the  froth 
and  steam  of  tears  and  astonishment.  "  To 
think  of  Miss  Eva  being  made  a  countess  I 
for  as  I'm  a  living  woman.  Miss  Priscilla, 
that  poor  young  earl  will  never  live  to  come 
back  to  Coddesley.  Why,  miss,  you  will  be 
as  good  as  a  countess  dowager  yourself !" 

Miss  Priscilla  laughed  a  little  at  her  hand- 
maid's joke,  but  her  heart  was  too  glad  for 
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laughter.  Laughter  occupies  the  mean  of 
the  emotions,  tears  are  the  extremes.  Miss 
Priscilla  was  at  the  extreme  of  happiness, 
hence  tears  came  more  readily  than  smiles. 

^^  How  Tom  Ross  will  rejoice  !"  she  cried. 
'^  Oh  that  the  mother  could  know  the  happy 
lot  in  store  for  her  child  !" 

"  Lord  love  you,  miss,  why  of  course  Mrs. 
Ross  does  know  just  as  if  she  were  here  in 
the  body.  What's  angels  got  to  do  but  to 
look  after  them  as  isn't  angels  yet  ?" 

Miss  Priscilla  did  not  care  to  discuss  the 
duties  of  the  celestials  at  the  present  moment 
with  Barker.  She  was  almost  in  a  state  of 
ecstasy  at  the  good  news  she  had  heard. 

"  Perhaps,  Barker,  Lady  Adela  will  give 
way  now,"  said  she.  "  For  Diana  to  marry 
the  wealthy  brother  of  the  Countess  of  Mar- 
gate will  be  quite  another  thing  to  her  marry- 
ing Victor  Boss,  the  timber-merchant  !'* 

By  which  remark  it  is  evident  that  what- 
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ever  Mrs.  Astor  may  have  seen  in  a  letter, 
Miss  Priscilla  knew  nothing  of  Diana's  en- 
gagement to  Dolly  Darell. 

"  I  suppose  Mr.  Victor  will  have  a  '  sight  * 
of  money  from  this  Canadian  property  now, 
miss,  will  he  not  V  asked  Barker. 

"  His  father  tells  me  that  his  own  property 
has  reaHsed  forty  thousand  pounds,  Eva's  the 
same  sum,  and  Victor's  one  hundred  thou- 
sand," answered  Miss  Priscilla. 

''  Then  Miss  Eva  is  an  heiress  as  w^ell  as  a 
beauty." 

"  She  will  have  two  thousand  a  year  of  her 
own,  but  Captain  Norman  does  not  know  as 
yet  that  she  has  a  farthing.  Her  money 
will  be  a  great  help  to  him,  for  I  fancy  the 
present  Earl  has  spent  everything  he  could." 

"  And  how  is  it  Mr.  Victor's  share  is  so 
much  larger  than  Miss  Eva's  V*  asked  Barker, 
who  always  liked  to  get  to  the  bottom  of  any 
matter  under  discussion. 

VOL.  III.  42 
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"  When  lie  was  last  in  Canada  lie  sold 
some  of  the  land  belonging  to  him  before, 
and  bought  an  estate  in  a  different  part  of 
the  country.  They  have  built  a  city  upon 
this  estate  now,  and  the  place  is  a  mine  of 
wealth  to  him.  There  is  a  ring  at  the  door, 
Barker ;  I  wonder  who  it  can  be  now  ?" 

Barker,  reappearing,  announced  Mr.  and 
Mrs.  Howard. 

"  We  'ave  come  to  congratulate  you.  Miss 
Priscilla,  upon  your  god-daughter's  engage- 
ment," said  Mr.  Howard  as  he  entered. 

"  And  to  tell  you  some  Httle  bits  of  news 
of  our  own  girls,"  added  his  wife. 

Miss  Priscilla  waited  expectantly. 

"  Our  gals  'ave  both  made  up  their  minds 
to  gettin'  spliced,"  said  Mr.  Howard. 

"  I  hope  the  fortunate  gentlemen  are  ap- 
proved of  by  you  and  Mrs.  Howard,"  said 
Miss  Priscilla  courteously. 

"  Well,  we  'ad  'oped  otherwise  for  Camilla," 
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«aid  Mr.  Howard,  ''  but  what's  done  can't  be 
undone." 

"  For  my  part,"  added  his  Avife,  "  I  like 
Camilla's  young  man  the  best  of  the  two." 

''You  have  not  let  me  into  the  secret 
yet,"  said  Miss  Priscilla,  smiling. 

"  Camilla  has  taken  up  with  George 
Warre,"  said  Mr.  Howard. 

''  A  jDroper  young  man  to  look  at,  as  I 
says,"  added  his  wife. 

"Mr.  Warre  'as  behaved  right  well  con- 
siderinV'  said  Mr.  Howard,  ''  'aving  bought 
George  a  snug  little  farm  about  ten  miles  out." 

'^  I  am  extremely  glad  to  hear  such  really 
good  news,"  said  Miss  Priscilla  warmly. 
'^  George  Warre  is  an  excellent  young  fel- 
low, and  I  think  both  he  and  your  daughter 
have  shown  very  good  taste.  Why  should 
you  not  like  the  match,  Mr.  Howard  1" 

'^  Well,  you  see,  I've  been  in  the  provision 
line  myself  all  my  life,"  said  Mr.  Howard, 

42 2 
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''and  I  did  'oj)e  as  my  gals  would  'ave 
married  gentlefolks,  considerin'  they  as 
money  and  good  looks  and  that;  but  Ca- 
milla, she's  that  gone  on  young  George 
Warre,  and  George  on  'er,  that  'twould  take 
wild  'osses  to  part  'em,  so  I  'ad  to  give  in." 

'^  Well,  I  do  like  the  young  man,  that  I 
do/'  said  Mrs.  Howard.  ''  He  is  a  strong, 
sturdy  fellow,  a  bit  rough,  perhaps,  and  with 
no  education  to  speak  of,  but,  bless  you  !  he 
and  Camilla  will  be  on  horseback  all  day,  and 
between  'em  they'll  have  money  enough  to 
make  a  country  life  very  pleasant." 

"  I  'ad  'oped  different,  as  I  said  before," 
said  Mr.  Howard.  "  George  Warre  is  a  good 
young  fellow,  no  doubt,  but  'is  father  is  a 
licensed  victualler  all  the  same.  Trade  is 
trade,  Miss  Priscilla,  but  even  though  I  kep' 
a  shop  in  'Olborn  once  on  a  time,  yet  I  never 
meant  any  of  my  gals  to  marry  an  innkeeper's 
son." 
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''  Mr.  War  re  is  very  much  respected  in 
Olton  Priors,  and  George  is  the  most  popular 
man  in  the  place,"  said  Miss  Priscilla.  *^  You 
should  remember,  too,  that  the  future 
Countess  of  Margate  is  a  distant  cousin  of 
his,  and  the  friendship  between  George  and 
Victor  will  be  sure  to  make  Eva  very  friendly 
with  Camilla.  And  now  tell  me  who  is  the 
happy  man  who  is  to  marry  Penelope  ?" 

"  We  thought  for  a  long  time  our  Penny 
meant  to  have  the  curate,"  said  Mrs.  Howard ; 
^'  but  we  were  mistaken.  It  is  Mr.  Pericles 
Bone." 

"  Bless  me  !"  said  Miss  Priscilla.  "  Even 
though  I  had  heard  Mr.  Bone  was  very  much 
attracted  by  your  daughter,  still  I  confess  I 
^m  surprised.  I  did  not  think  Penelope 
seemed  to  return  his  affection." 

"  Nor  did  she  at  first,"  said  Mrs.  Howard  ; 
^'  but  patience  and  perseverance  won  in  the 
end.    He  proposed  to  her  more  than  a  month 
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ago,  aiid  she  refused  liiiii ;  but  Avhen  Camilla 
accepted  George  Warre,  I  suppose  she  did 
not  like  being  left  at  home  alone,  and  when 
Mr.  Bone  proposed  a  second  time,  she  said 
'  Yes.'  " 

"  He  is  a  clever  young  man,  and  will  have 
a  very  good  practice,"  said  Miss  Priscilla. 

'^  Can't  he  sing,  just '?"  said  Mr.  Howard. 

Miss  Priscilla  could  not  repress  a  smile. 
The  attainments  of  a  music-hall  singer  did 
not  seem  to  her  eyes  to  elevate  a  man  in  the 
social  scale,  and  she  certainly  considered 
George  Warre  much  nearer  to  being  a  gen- 
tleman than  Pericles  Bone. 

"  Mr.  Howard  is  that  pleased  with  Penny's 
choice,"  said  the  wife  of  Mr.  Howard's 
bosom,  "  that  he  Avould  like  Mr.  Bone  to 
come  and  live  at  Arundel  Lodge  altogether  ; 
but  Mr.  Howard  is  all  for  noise,  while  '  any- 
thing for  a  quiet  life,'  says  I ;  and  Mr.  Bone 
is  that  noisy,  you  know.  Miss  Priscilla,  that 
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I'm  sure  I  never  could  abide  him  in  the  house 
for  lono'  too'ether." 

''  When  are  they  to  be  married  ?"  inquired 
Miss  Priscilla. 

"  *  'Appy  the  wooing  that's  not  long  a- 
doing/  says  I,"  exclaimed  Mr.  Howard. 
"  My  gals  is  to  be  spliced  both  on  the  same 
day." 

''  The  1st  of  November  is  the  day  fixed," 
said  Mrs.  Howard.  '^  Camilla  and  Penelope 
will  come  and  see  you  soon,  Miss  Priscilla ; 
but  Mr.  Howard  wished  to  come  and  tell 
you  our  news  himself." 

Then  the  Howards  took  their  leave ;  and 
Barker  was  taken  into  confidence  on  the 
subject  of  the  approaching  marriages  of 
"them  Howard  girls." 

"  I  always  said  it  would  be  so,"  said 
Barker;  "  and  in  my  humble  opinion  George 
Warre  is  too  good  for  a  Howard." 


M 

CHAPTEE  IX. 

DOLLY  DARELL  ON  MATRIMONY. 

N  a  handsomely-furnished  apartment 
in  a  house  in  Jermyn  Street, 
two  young  men  sat  smoking  the 
pipe  of  peace  between  the  hps  of  content- 
ment. 

They  were  Dolly  Darell  and  his  brother 
Gus. 

Breakfast  was  over.  It  was  nearly  noon. 
Both  Dolly  and  Gus  belonged  to  the  class  of 
idlers — men  about  town.  Dolly  was  now 
supposed  to  have  sown  his  wild  oats;  Gus 
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had  barely  arrived  at  man's  estate,  being  not 
yet  quite  twenty-one. 

Tlie  elder  brother,  a  slight,  graceful  man  of 
about  six-and-twenty,  had  a  gentle  expression 
of  face,  and  appeared  from  his  air,  dress,  and 
surroundings^  to  be  of  a  somewhat  effeminate 
character. 

His  brother  was  hke  him.  He  was  of  the 
same  slight  build,  the  same  height,  and  had 
the  same  finely-chiselled  features,  and  the 
same  weak  mouth  and  chin. 

The  approaching  marriage  of  the  elder 
brother  engrossed  the  attention  of  both  just 
now.  Dolly  had  not  been  considered  a 
marrying  man,  and  his  choice  at  last  had 
greatly  astonished  his  younger  brother,  in 
whose  life  romance  had  not  yet  ceased  to 
play  a  large  part. 

""  I  hope  with  all  my  heart  you  will  be 
happy,  Dolly,"  Gus  was  saying.  "  I  suppose 
you  know  your  own  affairs  best ;  but  I  should 
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have  thought  Blanche  FitzHeniy  was  the  last 
girl  in  the  world  to  have  taken  your  fancy." 

"  She  has  not  taken  my  fancy,"  said  Dolly 
moodily. 

Gus  looked  up  with  as  much  astonishment 
as  his  rather  blank  face  could  show.  *^  Then 
why  on  earth  are  you  going  to  marry  her '?' 
he  asked. 

^'  My  dear  Gus,  you  do  not  understand 
these  matters,"  answered  Dolly,  with  some 
affectation  and  more  languor  in  his  voice. 
'^  When  you  have  been  kicking  about  town  as 
long  as  I  have,  you  will  begin  to  see  that  a 
fellow  must  marry  somebody,  if  it  is  only  to 
get  free  of  other  bodies.  I  am  bored  to  death. 
No  one.  wants  to  marry  me  for  myself, 
except  Blanche  FitzHenry.  Why  should 
she  not  be  allowed  to  marry  me  if  she  likes  ?" 

**  Because  you  do  not  love  her,"  said  Gus 
boldly  ;  '^  and  she  has  accepted  you  under 
the  impression  that  you  do." 
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''  Not  at  all.  She  is  a  very  well-bred  girl. 
Doesn't  exj^ect  passionate  protestations  or 
romantic  ardour,  or  anything  of  that  sort. 
She  is  not  good-looking,  and  she  has  no 
money.  She  wants  a  husband ;  I  want  a 
wife.  We  make  a  match  of  it.  What  more 
natural  T 

Gus  sio'hed,  and  lifted  his  eyebrows  ex- 
pressively.  He  was  only  twenty.  Love's 
young  dream  was  not  quite  over  with  him 
yet. 

"  What  do  you  o-ain  bv  such  a  mamaore  ? 
or,  for  the  matter  of  that,  what  does  she  T  he 
asked. 

'^  My  dear  fellow,  we  both  o-ain  as  much  as 
any  one  ever  does  by  marriage.  She  wants 
money.  By  marrvdng  me,  she  gets  it.  I 
want  a  home,  a  wife  to  look  after  that  home, 
whose  birth  and  breeding  are  unexceptionable^ 
and  she  loves  me  just  well  enough  not  to  drag 
our  names  into  the  Divorce  Court." 
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*^  And  you  call  this  '  marriage/  Dolly  1  I 
should  call  it  '  hell.'  " 

''  Call  it  what  you  like  ;  by  any  other  name 
it  sounds  as — bitter." 

"  Bitter  I  Then  you  don't  want  to  marry 
her  after  all  ?" 

"  I  can't  get  out  of  it  now,"  said  Dolly 
mournfully.  I'll  tell  you  how  it  all  came 
about,  Gus.  Mother  and  the  Duchess  put 
their  heads  together  one  fine  day.  Said  the 
Duchess,  '  Blanche  is  nearly  thirty ;  even 
though  she  is  Lady  Blanche  FitzHenry, 
she  will  be  an  old  maid.'  Said  mother, 
'  Dolly  is  going  the  pace.  If  we  do  not  pull 
him  up,  he  will  be  ruined.'  Then  the 
Duchess  and  mother  looked  at  one  another 
and  nodded ;  Blanche  and  I  were  told  to  go 
and  get  married,  and  we  are  going  to  be 
obedient  to  parental  commands." 

"And  you  actually  proposed  to  her 
because  you  were  told  to  do  so,"  exclaimed 
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Gus.     "  I  gave  you    credit    for  more    back- 
bone, DoUy." 

"  I  didn't  propose  to  her.'\ 

"  Oh  !     She  proposed  to  you,  did  she  ?" 

"  No !  The  Duchess  spoke  to  me  in  a 
manner  which  she  calls  '  very  candid.'  Mother 
did  the  same  to  Blanche.  Then  Blanche 
came  to  me  and  said,  ^  So,  Dolly,  you've  got 
to  put  up  with  me  for  life.  Do  you  mind 
much  V  What  could  a  fellow  say,  when  he 
knew  the  girl  liked  him  ?" 

"  Well !  I  Avouldn't  be  in  your  shoes  for 
half  a  million." 

"  You  wouldn't  be  in  Blanche's,  you  mean. 
I  do  not  see  that  I  am  to  be  pitied." 

"  I  don't  understand  you.  You  say  you 
are  going  to  marry  a  woman  you  don't  care  a 
rap  about,  and  yet  you  are  not  to  be  pitied  !" 

''  I  mean  by  comparison.  She  is  going  to 
marry  a  man  w^ho  does  not  care  a  rap  about 
her.     It  seems  to  me  all  the  pity  should  be 
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reserved  for  her.  Who  loves  most,  suffers 
most.  I  do  not  love,  therefore  I  shall  not 
suffer." 

*'  I  know  you  think  me  a  mere  boy,  Dolly," 
said  his  brother  ;  ''  but  I  am  not  such  a  fool 
as  to  let  my  common  sense  be  blinded  by 
such  arguments.  You  will  suffer — suffer 
horribly — suffer  all  your  life  long.  A  fellow 
can't  live  without  loving  somebody,  though 
he  can  live  without  being  loved.  Marry  the 
woman  you  love,  and  you  give  yourself  a 
chance — the  best  chance  you  can  get — of 
being  happy  for  life.  Marry  a  woman  you 
don't  love,  and  your  life  must  be  marred  from 
the  moment  you  stand  at  the  altar  till  death 
parts  you.  I  like  to  call  a  spade  a  spade  ! 
A  man  must  love  some  one.  He  marries  a 
woman  he  does  not  love.  Then,  of  course, 
he  loves  some  one  else.  If  he  gives  way  to 
his  love,  it  is  adultery ;  if  he  does  not,  it  is 
despair." 
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"  Bravo,  Gus.  I'll  speak  to  old  Hicks,  the 
manager  of  the  *  Hemisphere,'  and  ask  him 
to  get  you  taken  on  as  the  youthful  lover  in 
some  melodrama.  Your  sentiments  do  you 
credit,  my  dear  boy ;  but  suppose  you  had 
been  head  over  ears  in  love  with  half  a  dozen 
women  already  —  passionately,  adoringly, 
madly  in  love — and  had  lived  to  thank  your 
stars  that  each  of  them  was  safely  married  to 
somebody  else  ! — what  then  1" 

''  I  should  only  think  I  had  never  yet 
met  my  fate,  and  if  I  waited  on  I  should 
laeet  her,  perhaps  even  in  old  age." 

''  Pshaw  !  You  may  wait  till  old  age  if 
you  like,  and  enjoy  your  dreams,  Gus  !  Your 
freshness  is.  as  enjoyable  as  a  brandy-and-soda 
after  a  big  drink  over-night.  Doat  on  a 
woman — she  will  elope  mth  your  groom  !" 

"  Marry  a  woman  you  dislike,  and  you 
will  desert  her  in  a  month !"  retorted 
Gus. 
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'^  Marry  without  love  on  either  side,  and 
you  avoid  both  Scylla  and  Charybdis,"  said 
Dolly.  "  Love  is  one  thing,  marriage  is 
another.  Love  is  poetry,  marriage  is  prose. 
Love  is  harmony,  marriage  is  discord.  Some 
discords  jar  less  than  others  upon  one's  nerves. 
Blanche  FitzHenry  is  well-born,  well-bred, 
and  sweet-tempered.  She  is  sufficiently  stupid 
not  to  interfere  with  my  ways  of  life,  and 
sufficiently  ugly  not  to  attract  clandestine 
admirers.     What  would  any  man  more  in  a 

wife  r 

"  Shut  up,  Dolly  ;  when  you  talk  like  this 
I  hate  you,  even  though  I  know  you  do  not 
mean  what  you  say.  Let  us  change  the 
subject.  When  are  you  going  down  to  the 
Trevors  V 

''The  day  after  to-morrow.  I  wish  you 
were  coming  too." 

"  Much  obliged  for  the  comj)liment,  but  I 
would    much    rather    remain   where    I    am. 
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Sandshire,  by  all  accounts,  must  be  an  awfully 
slow  place." 

''  I  shall  only  stay  there  a  week,  then  I 
am  due  at  the  Duke's." 

''  Well !  let's  do  a  theatre  together  before 
you  start.  Have  you  any  engagement  for 
to-night  r' 

"  No  ;  none.  Come  and  dine  at  the  club 
at  six ;  then  we  shall  have  time  for  a  weed 
before  we  go  farther." 

^^AU  right;  now  I'm  oif."  And  Gus 
Darell  proceeded  down  the  stairs  to  kill  time 
as  best  he  could  till  six  p.m. 
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CHAPTEK  X. 

A    MUTUAL    RECOGNITION, 

"»^S  the  brothers  took  their  places*  at 
the  table  reserved  for  them  in  the 
dining-room  of  their  club,  an 
elderly  man  of  very  unprepossessing  appear- 
ance nodded  to  Dolly  from  a  neighbouring 
table. 

Dolly  bowed  stiffly  in  return.  The  elderly 
man  was  too  far  off  to  overhear  conversa- 
tion, and  Gus  immediately  inquired  who  his 
brother's  acquaintance  might  be. 

"  He  is  a  stockbroker,   and   his   name   is 
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Storr,"  said  Dolly,  in  reply  to  his  brother's 
query. 

*'  A  disreputable-looking  old  cadger  1"  said 
Gus.     "  How  on  eardi  did  you  come  to  kno\v 

him  r 

'^  I  ^yas  once  favoured  with  the  attentions 
of  a  yery  handsome  woman,"  said  Dolly, 
*'  who  had  an  eye  to  my  dollars.  She  did 
her  best  to  inyeiole  me  into  an  eno-ao-ement, 
and  at  one  time  I  mio-ht  have  succumbed  to 
her  charms,  had  I  not  been  put  on  my  guard 
by  old  Mr.  Storr,  who  had  married  the  hand- 
some girl's  sister,  and  had  divorced  her." 

"  Give  the  girl  a  name,"  said  Gus. 

"  Eliza  Mullins,"  said  Dolly.  ''  She  tried 
hard  to  catch  me.  By  Jove  !  she  was  a 
handsome  woman,  but  a  regular  adventuress ; 
a  girl  who  lived  upon  the  money  she  got  for 
breaches  of  promise  of  marriage." 

"  You  don't  mean  the  girl  who  let  in 
Hopkins  and  Jenkyns  last  year,  Dolly  ?" 

43—2 
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^'  That  is  the  young  woman.  I  have  not 
the  honour  of  the  acquaintance  of  either  Mr. 
Hoj)kins  or  Mr.  Jenkyns,  but  I  heard  of  their 
discomfiture  from  the  old  gentleman  yonder, 
at  the  time  he  warned  me  against  Miss 
Mullins'  fascinations." 

^^You  certainly  owe  him  something  for 
his  information,  but  he  looks  a  dirty  old 
wretch.  He  seems  to  be  coming  to  speak  to 
you." 

Mr.  Storr  had  risen  from  his  table,  having 
finished  his  own  dinner,  and  as  he  passed  the 
Darells,  he  extended  a  very  grimy  hand, 
covered  with  diamond  rings,  to  the  elder 
brother. 

^'  I  hear  we  are  to  meet  in  Sandshire  in  a 
few  days,  Mr.  Darell,"  he  said.  "  I  am 
going  to  spend  a  week  with  an  old  friend  of 
mine,  Broom  of  Buncombe  ;  and  I  am  told 
you  are  going  to  his  ball  on  the  occasion  of 
his  son's  marriage." 
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"  Ah !  I  had  heard  there  were  to  be 
festivities  in  the  neighbourhood,"  said  Dolly. 
''  I  am  going  to  stay  with  an  aunt  of  mine 
who  lives  near  Olton  Priors.  Dull  place,  I 
should  fancy  !     Ever  been  there  before  V 

"Never.  Mr.  Broom  has  only  lately 
bought  Buncombe,  and  I  have  no  other 
acquaintance  in  that  part  of  the  country. 
The  young  man  is  an  only  son,  and  I  believe 
his  weddinsT  is  to  be  a  very  oTand  affair." 

O  JO 

"  Ah !    really  !    Avho  is  the  lady  ?    a  local 

beautv  ?" 

«/ 

'*  I  believe  she  is  of  French  extraction — so 
Broom  tells  me — a  Miss  Desmoulines — very 
handsome,  very  well  connected,  very  distin- 
ofuished.  I  do  not  think  she  belono-s  to 
Sandshire,  however.  When  do  you  go  down 
there  V 

*^  The  day  after  to-morrow.  I  am  glad 
there  is  a  prospect  of  gaiety.  I  had  heard 
the  place  was  very  dull.'* 
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Mr.  Storr  nodded  farewell.  ''Thank 
goodness  he  did  not  ofler  his  company  lor 
the  journey,"  said  Dolly.  ''  I  sincerely  loathe 
that  man.  I  am  sure  I  don't  wonder  that  his 
wife  ran  away  from  him." 

''  What  has  become  of  her  ?"  asked  Gus. 

"  She  lives  with  the  '  Breach  of  Promise ' 
as  the  wags  have  nicknamed  her  sister,  Lizzy 
MuUins ;  but  I  don't  know  where/'  answered 
Dolly  ;  ''  and  now,  Gus  ;  if  you  are  ready,  we 
may  as  well  be  off  to  the  '  Hemisi:>here.'  I 
want  to  see  the  opening  ballet." 

The  first  act  of  the  play  was  over.  The 
brothers  Darell  stood  up  in  their  places  in 
the  stalls,  stretched  themselves,  raked  the 
house  with  their  opera-glasses  and  looked  in 
vain  for  some  acquaintance  who  might  be 
passing  through  town  at  this  season  of  the 
year.  "Passing  through,"  for  of  course 
young  men  of  the  *'  languid  swell "  class,  to 
which  the  Darells  belonc^ed,  knew  none  of 
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the  three  million  odd  souls  who  inhabit 
London  all  the  year  round.  Society  was  out 
of  town.  The  Darells  belonged  to  Society. 
Hence  the  Darells  were  like  fish  out  of  water 
in  a  theatre  at  the  end  of  September. 

Gus  DarelFs  glass  roved  from  box  to  box, 
but  for  a  long  time  he  saw  not  one  familiar 
face.  At  last  he  riveted  his  attention  on  a 
box  in  which  three  gentlemen  were  sitting. 
*^  I  say,  Dolly,  there  is  the  scamp  who  '  did ' 
me  out  of  a  hundred  and  fifty  sovs.  in  the 
spring,"  said  Gus,  keeping  his  glasses  turned 
full  on  the  box.  "  Just  '  spot '  the  man,  will 
you  ?  perhaps  we  may  meet  him  again." 

*'  Which  man  and  which  box  are  you  look- 
ing at,  Gus  V 

"  Stage  box — grand  tier — handsome  dark 
fellow,  standing  up  now^  and  leaning  over  the 
side — that's  the  man  I  calls  himself  Conrad 
Norton !" 

"  Does  he  really  now  ?"  said  Dolly ;  ''  well, 
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he  went  by  another  name  some  years  ago  when 
I  met  him  in  Paris.  He  is  a  bad  lot,  Gus  ! 
He  has  lived  on  his  wits  these  many  years." 

"  What !  do  you  know  him,  Dolly  '?  Did 
he  ever  let  you  in  V 

''  Yes,  he  had  that  honour  some  years  ago," 
said  Dolly  languidly.  ''  I  bear  him  no  malice. 
He  plucked  me  in  my  youthful  days  when  I 
first  came  up  to  town,  and  he  has  done  the 
same  to  a  good  many  of  my  friends.  But  he 
gave  me  experience  at  a  cheaper  rate  than  I 
could  have  bought  it  elsewhere." 

''  How  much  did  you  lose  to  him  ?"  asked 
Gus. 

*^  Oh  !  about  five  hundred,  I  believe.  His 
name  was  Norman  in  those  days — Constantino 
Norman.  He  is  a  man  of  good  familj^,  a 
cousin  of  Lord  Margate's,  and  he  has  the 
manners  of  a  gentleman.  I  dare  say  he  has 
a  dozen  aliases.  I  wonder  what  mischief  he 
is  up  to  now  V 
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"  He  has  '  spotted '  us,  I  think,"  said  Gus. 
''  How  he  scowled  when  he  met  mv  eve.  He 
looks  a  perfect  fiend  when  he  has  that  expres- 
sion on  his  face  !" 

"  Ah  !  a  great  pity  he  gives  way  to  tamper," 
drawled  Dolly,  as  he  settled  himself  again  in 
his  seat.  ^'  He  has  a  handsome  face  when  he 
is  pleased." 

"  Which  he  certainly  is  not  now,"  said  Gus. 

Then  the  curtain  rose  and  the  brothers 
forgot  Mr.  Norton,  alias  Norbury,  alias  Xor- 
man,  in  their  criticisms  of  feminine  charms. 


CHAPTER  XI. 

THE    JERMYN    STREET    OUTRAGE. 

[^ONEAD  NORTON  certainly  was 
far  from  being  pleased  at  the  sight 
of  the  brothers  Darell. 
He  had  intended  that  they,  of  all  j^eople^ 
should  be  ignorant  of  his  proximity.  But 
London  was  dull.  He  had  chanced  on  some 
''  flash  "  companions  Avho  were  as  unscrupulous 
as  himself,  and  he  had  yielded  to  their  per- 
suasions to  join  them  in  a  snug  little  dinner 
and  a  box  at  the  "Hemisphere."  To  these 
men  he  was  equally  well  known  as  Norton, 
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Norbuiy,  and  Norman.  From  them  he  had 
nothing  to  fear ;  for  he  knew  more  harm  of 
them  than  they  of  him  ;  but  the  meeting  with 
the  Darells  was  inopportune — Norton's  face 
was  very  gloomy. 

Presently  Norton  excused  himself — said  he 
had  an  engagement  with  a  fair  acquaintance 
— and  hurriedly  left  the  theatre. 

Not  long  after  the  Darells  did  the  same. 

Norton  was  quite  aware  that  the  advent  of 
Dolly  Darell  to  Sandshire  must  be  fatal  to 
his  own  schemes  and  to  those  of  Elise  Des- 
mouhnes.  In  the  first  place  Dolly  knew  him 
to  be,  not  Conrad  Norton,  nor  even  Conway 
Norbury,  but  Constantine  Norman,  Lord 
Margate's  scampish  cousin.  Neither  Lord 
Margate  nor  Captain  Norman  had  ever  known 
him  in  former  years ;  therefore  it  had  been 
easy  to  pass  himself  off  as  another  man  to 
them.  Lady  Margate  had  known  him  as 
Conway  Norbury,  but  her  mouth  was  closed 
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for  the  sake  of  her  own  reputation.  But 
Dolly  Darell  had  known  hini  in  the  old  days 
before  an  '^  alias "  had  been  necessary.  If 
Dolly  came  to  Sandshire,  Norton's  little  game 
would  be  up.  Norton  was  quite  determined 
Dolly  should  not  come  to  Sandshire. 

Muffled  in  an  Italian  cloak,  Norton  stood 
at  the  entrance  to  the  theatre  until  he  saw 
the  Darells  come  out.  They  walked  arm-in- 
arm along  the  street.  Norton  followed  at  a 
short  distance.  He  could  not  overhear  their 
conversation,  but  there  seemed  to  be  some 
slight  difference  of  opinion  between  them. 
Presently  each  jumped  into  a  different  cab. 
Norton  hailed  another  and  bade  the  cabman 
follow  the  one  that  was  driving  towards 
Jermyn  Street. 

At  the  end  of  Jermyn  Street  the  occupant 
of  the  first  cab  alighted,  paid  his  fare,  and 
proceeded  westward  on  foot.  Norton  did  the 
same. 
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It  was  a  dark  nicrht.  A  thick  mist  huiiQ; 
over  London,  and  it  was  with  difficulty  that 
Norton  kept  Darell  in  sight. 

There  was  no  thought  of  murder  in  Nor- 
ton's heart.  Had  there  been  he  would  have 
provided  himself  with  other  weapons  than 
those  with  which  nature  had  furnished  him. 
But  Darell  must  be  prevented  from  coming* 
to  Sandshire.  A  couple  of  black  eyes,  and 
a  face  pounded  to  a  jelly,  would  prevent  his 
arrival  on  the  scene  of  Norton's  labours. 
Darell  was  slender,  weakly  and  effeminate. 
Norton  was  a  powerful  athlete,  and  a  bruiser 
of  no  mean  reputation. 

The  spirit  that  urged  him  on  was  not  one 
of  hatred,  but  one  of  self-preservation ;  never- 
theless there  was  something  of  the  assassin 
and  a  great  deal  of  the  coward  in  the  man 
who  could  contemplate  Darell's  disfigurement 
even  by  such  means. 

The  young  man's  slender  figure  was  dimly 
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visible  some  few  yards  in  advance  of  Norton. 
The  former  stopped,  fumbled  in  his  waistcoat 
pocket,  and  drew  forth  a  latch-key.  At  that 
moment  he  was  struck  on  the  side  of  the 
head.  Before  he  could  even  exclaim,  the 
blow  was  followed  by  a  second  and  a  third. 
Darell  went  down  like  a  log.  He  lay  sense- 
less. Steps  approached.  Norton  fled  swiftly 
in  the  opposite  direction.  In  his  haste  he 
dashed  up  against  a  man  whom  he  had  not 
seen  approaching.  He  looked  up.  It  was 
Mr.  Storr  !  With  a  muttered  curse  he  sped 
onwards,  his  blue  Italian  cloak  gathered 
closely  round  his  figure.  He  soon  was  lost 
in  the  mist  and  fog. 

The  man  whom  Norton  had  struck  lay 
prone  on  his  face  on  the  pavement,  insensible, 
livid,  his  face  clotted  with  blood. 

Mr.  Storr  nearly  stumbled  over  the  pros- 
trate form.  With  an  exclamation  of  horror 
he  stooped  and  lifted  the  youth's  head.     It 
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was  the  young'  man  whom  he  had  seen  with 
Dolly  Darell  at  the  club,  and  whom  he  had 
understood  to  be  Dolly's  brother. 

Immediately  after  he  heard  footsteps  ap- 
proaching in  the  opposite  direction.  He 
looked  up  and  saw  Dolly  Darell  himself 
gazing  with  horror-stricken  eyes  on  the 
ghastly  face  of  his  brother. 

Hastily  Mr.  Storr  explained  how  he  had 
found  the  youth  on  the  pavement,  and  how 
be  had  been  nearly  knocked  down  himself  by 
the  perpetrator  of  the  dastardly  deed. 

They  were  standing  opposite  Dolly's  lodg- 
ings. They  lifted  Gus  in  their  arms  and 
bore  him  into  the  house.  The  household 
was  roused,  assistance  was  procured,  but  Gus 
remained  insensible.  Hour  after  hour  passed 
by,  but  morning  dawned  before  Gus  Darell 
showed  any  signs  of  returning  life. 

At  last  he  woke  to  consciousness.  But  he 
could  give  no  information  as  to  the  identity 


112  COUKTY   VERSUS   COUNTER. 

of  his  assailant,  beyond  that  he  wore  a  blue 
Italian  cloak,  and  had  dark  eyes.  Just  so 
much  he  had  distinguished  between  the  rapid 
blows,  but  he  knew  no  more. 

Mr.  Storr  knew  as  much  as  this,  so  the 
information  was  not  of  great  worth.  The 
pohce  w^ere  called  in,  and  informed  of  what 
had  occurred.  No  reason  could  be  assigned 
for  the  outrage.  The  whole  affair  was 
shrouded  in  mystery. 

Dolly  wished  to  remain  in  town  and  nurse 
his  brother,  but  Gus  was  violently  opposed 
to  this. 

*'  I  shall  not  be  able  to  go  out  for  a  week, 
or  into  society  for  a  month,"  said  poor  Gus 
with  a  grim  smile,  ^*  but  it  would  be  too 
absurd  for  you  to  stay  in  town  merely  to 
supply  me  with  vinegar  and  brown  paper." 

So  Dolly  made  his  own  arrangements  for 
his  journey  to  Sandshire — merely  delaying  it 
a  day  on  his  brother  s  account. 
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Though  Mr.  Storr  was  grimy,  and  wore 
diamond  rings  on  his  first  finger,  yet  it  was 
he  who  had  first  fomid  poor  Gus.  Indeed 
he  had  been  on  his  way  to  leave  a  note  for 
Dolly,  suggesting  that  they  should  travel 
down  to  Sandshire  together,  when  a  common 
anxiety  drew  the  languid  swell  and  the  city 
broker  together.  So  they  decided  to  travel 
by  the  same  train. 


VOL.  II.  44 


CHAPTER  XII. 

A    SPIRIT    OF    DARKNESS. 

ONRAD  NORTON,  as  we  may  as 
well  continue  to  call  him,  returned 
from  Jermyn  Street  to  his  hotel 
under  the  impression  that  he  had  "  cooked 
Dolly's  goose. "  for  him  very  effectually. 

To  do  him  any  permanent  injury  had  not 
been  Norton's  object.  He  meant  to  prevent 
the  possibility  of  his  putting  in  an  appearance 
at  Miss  Desmoulines'  wedding  festivities,  or 
during  the  period  of  his  own  sojourn  in  Sand- 
shire.   Norton  conceived  that  he  had  attained 
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this  object  without  chance  of  detection,  and 
it  was  with  a  feeling  of  satisfaction  that  he 
wended  his  way  homewards,  leaving  poor 
<jrus  insensible  on  the  pavement. 

To  Norton's  unspeakable  disgust,  however, 
whom  should  he  meet  on  the  steps  of  the 
botel  but  Georo:e  Warre.  The  latter  had 
come  to  town  to  make  arrangements  for  his 
own  approaching  marriage,  and  had  by  the 
merest  chance  chosen  the  same  hotel  as 
Norton. 

"  You  look  like  an  Italian  bandit  in  that 
IjIuc  cloak,"  said  Warre,  on  recognising 
Norton.-  "  Surely  it  is  a  very  conspicuous 
sort  of  overcoat  to  wear  in  the  London  streets  V 

''  Not  on  such  a  foo-o^v  nio^ht  as  this," 
answered  Norton.  "  I  have  but  just  returned 
from  the  *  Hemisphere.'  Have  you  seen  the 
ballet  there  ?  The  De  Breda  is  divine  !  sucli 
Sj  figure — such  grace  !  You  ought  to  see  het 
while  you  are  in  town." 

44—2 
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"I  am  going  back  to  Sandshire  shortly,"' 
said  Warre,  ^'  so  I  must  postpone  seeing  the 
De  Breda  in  tights  and  spangles.  I  have 
seen  her  photograj^h  in  a  shop-window,  how- 
ever, between  a  bishop  and  a  royal  princess, 
and  I  cannot  say  that  I  felt  myself  carried 
away  by  my  enthusiasm.  Shall  you  return 
to  Buncombe  to-morrow  V 

'^  Yes  ;  by  the  first  train  in  the  morning. 
There  is  to  be  an  excursion  in  Captain  Nor- 
man's steam-launch  down  the  Shale,  to  a 
place  called  Shale  Ness,  in  the  afternoon  of 
to-morrow,  and  I  should  be  sorry  to  miss 
being  one  of  the  party." 

'^  Oh !  Shale  Ness  !  the  place  where  one 
gets  cockles  for  tea  !  A  very  enjoyable  trip, 
so  long  as  one  is  not  persuaded  into  eat- 
ing cockles.  To  a  digestion  unaccus- 
tomed to  shell-fish,  they  are  simply  poison. 
Have  you  -  heard  the  news  at  Olton 
Priors  T 
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Norton  stared. 

*'  Nothing  fresh  has  happened  smce  I  came 
Away,  has  there  ?"  said  he.  ''I  have  only 
been  in  town  a  few  days." 

"  There  is  a  fine  to-do  among  the  county 
folks  down  there,"  said  Warre.  "  Miss  Ross 
is  to  be  the  future  Countess  of  Margate, 
while  all  the  swells  had  supposed  Miss 
Trevor  was  the  young  lady  of  Captain  Nor- 
man's affections." 

''  Eeally  !  Is  it  all  settled  then  T  asked 
Norton,  making  a  strong  effort  to  maintain 
his  composure.  "  I  had  no  idea  Miss  Ross 
had  been  angling  for  a  coronet." 

''Nor  has  she,"  returned  Warre  hotly. 
^*Miss  Ross  is  not  the  oirl  to  anoie  for 
anything  or  anybody.  She  is  a  splendid 
girl,  and  will  grace  her  new  station  right 
well." 

Norton  bit  his  lip.  He  w^as  nettled  that 
Norman  should  have  been  beforehand  with 
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liim.  Even  though  his  passion  for  Eva  was 
more  fierce  than  deep,  yet  it  was  gall  to  him 
that  the  girl  should  have  straightway  ac- 
cepted his  rival  in  his  absence.  He  had 
believed  that  he  had,  at  any  rate,  favourably 
impressed  her  fancy,  and  he  put  down  her 
prompt  acceptance  of  Captain  Norman  to 
motives  of  ambition  rather  than  of  love. 
That  Eva  should  be  the  affianced  bride  of 
Charles  Norman,  made  his  own  course  clear. 
He  would  propose  to  Genista  Broom foi-thwith. 
The  Rosses  should  not  have  the  satisfaction 
of  feeling  that  Eva  had  jilted  him  for  a 
wealthier  man,  at  any  rate. 

He  bade  good-night  to  Warre,  and  as- 
cended to  his  bedroom.  But  he  could  not 
sleep.  A  thought  had  flashed  ujion  his 
brain ;  a  thought  not  quite  new,  but  one 
which  had  been  sternly  checked  and  re- 
pressed hitherto  by  his  own  power  of  will ; 
a  thouofht  which  had  first  been  born  at  the 
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time  of  his  proposal  to  Mrs.  Astor  to  go  to 
Sand  shire  for  the  autumn ;  a  thought  which 
had  involved  action  of  too  dark  a  nature  for 
even  Conrad  Norton's  conscience  until  the 
present  time. 

But  now  the  thought  took  form  and  shape 
as  Norton  lay  sleepless  upon  his  bed.  Mar- 
riage with  Genista  Broom  might  save  him  in 
a  pecuniary  sense  ;  but  the  girl  was  absolutely 
repulsive  to  him,  with  her  gauche  manners, 
and  awkward  movements,  and  waddling  walk. 
If  Captain  Norman  were  but  to  die  unmar- 
ried, what  a  brilliant  future  might  be  his  ! 
He  felt,  now  he  came  to  think  of  it  in  the 
silent  watches  of  the  night,  that  he  had  all 
along  been  buoyed  up  by  this  unspoken  hope 
—that  Lord  Margate  and  his  brother  might 
die  childless;  and  then — he  was  the  next  heir  1 

So  long  as  Lord  Margate  had  been  in 
health,  there  was  a  remoteness  about  the 
probability  of  his  own  succession  to  the  earl- 
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dom  which  had  proved  an  antidote  to  his  vague 
aspirations.  But  Lord  Margate  would  now 
certainly  die  childless.  Captain  Norman 
alone  would  stand  between  him  and  Cod- 
desley.  But  if  Norman  married  Eva  Boss  I 
Each  year  might  interpose  a  fresh  life  be- 
tween him  and  the  object  of  his  hopes.  But 
again,  if  Norman  died  unmarried  ! 

The  cold  sweat  broke  out  on  Norton's  fore- 
head as  this  question  beat  again  and  again 
upon  his  fevered  brain. 

Conrad  Norton  was  a  man  who,  in  the 
e very-day  affairs  of  life,  was  resolute  and 
decisive.  He  was  quick  to  plan,  and  prompt 
to  execute.  But  hitherto  his  vices  had  been 
those  of  a  successful  libertine,  of  an  unprin- 
cipled adventurer ;  now  he  felt  himself  as- 
sailed for  the  first  time  by  a  temptation  of  a 
far  worse  nature — the  desire  for  a  fellow- 
creature's  death  !  If  Captain  Norman  were 
to  die  !     If !     What  changes  in  his  own  con- 


A    SPIIUT    OF    DARKNESS.  121 

•dition  were  called  up  to  his  imagination  by 
that  little  word  ! 

When,  a  month  before,  he  had  suggested 
to  Mrs.  Astor  the  autumn  trip  to  Olton 
Priors,  no  design  on  his  cousin's  person  or 
property  had  been  born  within  his  brain. 
He  had  no  personal  knowledge  of  either 
Lord  Margate  or  his  brother.  That  the  Earl 
had  mamed,  he  knew ;  but  that  the  Countess 
was  his  own  deserted  mistress  he  had  not 
known,  until  accident  had  revealed  it  to  him; 
and  even  when  he  had  become  aware  of  the 
fact,  it  had  not  at  once  occurred  to  him  that 
any  capital  could  be  made  out  of  the  dis- 
covery. He  had  ceased  to  care  for  the 
woman  he  had  betrayed ;  he  was  glad  her 
advantaofeous  marrias^e  had  released  him  for 
ever  from  the  necessity  of  contributing  to 
her  support.  In  his  visit  to  Olton  Priors, 
he  had  not  even  contemplated  asking  a  price 
for  his  silence. 
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But  when  it  had  become  necessary  that  he 
and  his  associates  should  seek  fresh  hunting- 
grounds,  he  had  instinctively  followed  up  tho 
only  chance  he  had  of  obtaining  a  footing  in 
good  county  society  both  for  himself  and 
them. 

Once  properly  sponsored  in  a  county  hke 
Sandshire,  ample  opportunities  for  living 
on  other  people  would  be  sure  to  arise ;  and 
with  regard  to  taking  advantage  of  such 
opportunities,  both  he  and  his  friends  were 
quite  equal  to  the  occasion. 

At  first  he  had  confined  his  hopes  to  shar- 
ing the  spoils  of  Elise's  action  for  breach  of 
promise  against  Planty  Broom ;  then  when 
he  found  how  rich  the  Brooms  really  were, 
he  had  bethought  himself  of  marriage  with 
Genista  as  a  good  pecuniary  arrangement ; 
but  his  was  a  nature  incapable  of  appreciat- 
ing the  girl's  many  good  qualities,  while  her 
lack  of  beauty  became  the  more  repulsive  to 
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him  when  contrasted  with  Eva  Ross's  super- 
lative loveHness. 

Meanwhile  he  had  become  intimate  with 
his  cousin  Norman,  and  had  soon  recognised 
in  him  the  one  obstacle  to  the  fulfilment  of 
his  own  desires.  The  man  stood  between 
him  and  an  earldom,  between  him  and  wealth,, 
between  him  and  Eva  Hoss. 

He  heartily  hoped  the  man  might  die. 

But  up  to  the  present  time  the  hope  had 
been  but  a  vague  phantom  of  the  imagina- 
tion. Now  the  grim  spectre  began  to  take 
shape  and  form. 

Captain  Norman  was  vigorous  and  healthy. 
Barring  accidents,  he  would  many  Eva 
Boss.  Then  all  hopes  of  succession  to  the 
Coddesley  estates  would  be  for  ever  at  an 
end. 

And  what  accident  was  likely  to  occur? 
What  indeed  ? 

The  wish  is  father  to  the  thouc^ht.     Nor- 
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ton  wished  Norman  dead.  He  had  not  yet 
reached  the  impulse  to  contribute  to  the 
desired  end;  but  he  had  reached  the  stage 
of  wondering  whether  he  would  interfere  to 
save  his  cousin,  as  he  would  undoubtedly 
have  interfered  to  save  any  other  fellow- 
creature. 

In  a  feverish,  restless  doze,  half  awake, 
half  dreaming,  Conrad  Norton  passed  an  un- 
quiet night,  now  haunted  by  shades  of  hor- 
rible tempters,  now  waking  with  a  guilty 
start  to  make  a  half-hearted  attempt  to  dis- 
perse the  suggestions  of  his  dreams. 

That  his  assault  on  the  man  whom  he 
supposed  to  have  been  Dolly  Darell  should 
be  brought  home  to  him  he  had  little  fear. 
Robbery  would  be  suggested  as  the  motive, 
and  no  one  would  suppose  him  under  the 
necessity  or  temptation  of  becoming  a  high- 
way thief  His  Italian  cloak  had,  as  he 
:supposed,  effectually   concealed  his  features 
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from  tlie  passenger  who  had  interrupted 
him  j  and  he  had  not  given  his  victim  time 
to  take  note  of  his  own  appearance. 

Unrested,  and  a  prey  to  vague  thoughts, 
to  be  reahsed  or  not  in  the  near  future,  as 
circumstances  might  will,  Conrad  Norton  rose 
at  dawn,  and  departed  for  Sandshire  by  the 
early  train,  with  a  view  to  reaching  Bun- 
combe in  time  to  join  the  water-party,  who 
were  to  embark  on  Captain  Norman's  steam- 
launch. 


CHAPTER  XIII. 

AN     ANGEL     OP     LIGHT. 

HILE  Mr.  Conrad  Norton  had  been 
engaged  on  the  business  we  know 
of  in  London,  preparations  for  the 
marriage  of  Planty  Broom  and  EHse  Des- 
mouHnes  had  been  going  on  apace  at  Olton 
Priors. 

The  trip  to  Shale  Ness  in  the  steam-launch 
had  been  projected  by  Captain  Norman,  with 
the  special  object  of  bringing  the  Trevors  and 
Rosses  together  on  friendly  terms ;  for  Cap- 
tain Norman  was  now  quite  aware  of  how 
matters  stood  between  Victor  and  Diana,  and 
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it  was  now  one  of  the  matters  nearest  his 
heart  that  Mr.  Trevor  and  Lady  Adela 
should  give  their  consent  to  their  daughter's 
marriage  with  Eva's  brother. 

At  present,  however,  any  chance  of  such 
an  arrangement  seemed  comjDaratively  hope- 
less. Lady  Adela's  visit  to  her  brother,  the 
Duke,  had  but  served  to  remind  her  of  her 
social  status,  and  she  had  returned  to  Olton 
Priors  more  than  ever  determined  to  set  her 
face  resolutely  against  a  marriage  which  she 
regarded  as  a  mesaUiance. 

Reports  of  the  sudden  accession  to  wealth 
of  the  Ross  family  had,  of  course,  filtered 
through  the  Olton  Priors  community.  Barker 
had  found  the  temptation  to  gossip  irresistible. 
She  had  confided  the  news,  under  strict  pro- 
mise of  secrecy,  to  Beer,  and  Beer  under  the 
same  promise  had  shared  the  secret  with  at 
least  half  the  frequenters  of  his  own  particular 
pothouse. 
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Rumour  had  exaggerated  fact,  and  the 
Rosses  were  commonly  represented  as  mil- 
lionaires, and  their  landed  property  in  Canada 
as  being  the  size  of  an  English  county. 

To  Mr.  Trevor,  even  though  he  was  by  no 
means  a  mercenary  man,  these  reports  were 
not  without  weight.  His  heart  was  bound 
up  in  his  daughter,  and  in  her  happiness. 
His  intimate  knowledge  of  her  character 
made  him  understand  that  a  will  stronger 
even  than  his  OAvn  lay  beneath  Diana  s  child- 
like manner,  while  the  change  in  the  girl's  de- 
meanour since  she  had  been  assured  of  Victor's 
love  for  her  was  unmistakable  in  its  meaning. 

Considering  the  relations  between  Miss 
Priscilla  and  both  families,  there  had 
been  no  question  of  a  discontinuance  of 
acquaintance  between  the  Trevors  and  the 
Rosses.  This  would  have  been  next  to 
impossible,  besides  which,  such  a  course 
would  have  at  once  made  known  to  the  world 
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the  very  fact  that  Lady  Adela  most  wished  to 
conceal.  Outwardly,  therefore,  the  two  families 
remained  on  as  friendly  terms  as  before. 

The  party  who  were  intending  to  make  an 
expedition  to  Shale  Xess  were  to  meet  at 
Rosses'  wharf,  where  the  steam-launch  was 
moored,  at  three  o'clock  in  the  afternoon. 
Those  who  disliked  the  water  were  to  drive 
fi'om  Olton  Priors  through  the  Shalebourne 
pine-woods,  and  meet  the  rest  at  Shale  Ness 
for  a  ''  cockle  tea,"  the  form  of  refreshment 
for  which  the  tiny  promontory  was  famous. 

Most  of  the  elders  had  preferred  to  drive  : 
the  Brooms  in  their  own  carriage,  the  Trevors 
in  theirs.  But  Miss  Priscilla  had  offered  to 
chaperone  Diana  on  the  river,  and  Mrs.  Astor 
had  felt  it  incumbent  on  her  to  do  the  same 
for  Elise.  These  four,  with  Planty  and  Ge- 
nista, Victor  and  Eva,  Mr.  Boss  and  Conrad 
Norton,  formed,  with  Captain  Norman,  the 
water-party  assembled  on  Bosses'  wharf 

VOL.  in.  45 
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It  was  a  bright  autumnal  day.  The  at- 
mosphere was  so  2)ure  that  the  distant  peaks 
of  Shalemoor  stood  out  boldly  against  the 
western  sky.  The  pine-forest  of  Shalebourne 
reached  almost  to  the  river's  edsfe  on  its 
western  shore,  while  copses  of  beech  and  oak 
were  dotted  here  and  there  on  the  eastern 
banks.  The  village  of  Queen's  Shaleton  was 
visible  among  the  trees,  and  above  it  on  the 
heights  towards  Shalemouth  rose  the  massive 
pile  of  Buncombe. 

Most  of  the  party  soon  settled  down  to 
easy  intercourse,  but  Victor  Koss  held  him- 
self aloof,  and  carefully  avoided  any  oppor- 
tunity of  a  tete-a-tete  with  Miss  Diana  Trevor. 

In  vain  Miss  Priscilla  manoeuvred.  Her 
tactics  failed  throughout  the  voyage.  Ross 
was  proud  and  sensitive,  Diana  cold,  haughty, 
and  ill  at  ease. 

Conrad  meanwhile  lost  no  time  in  making 
the  running  with  Genista  Broom.     Now  or 
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never  was  his  opportunity.  He  had  offered 
his  congratulations  to  Miss  Ross  and  Captain 
Norman  with  an  admirable  assumption  of 
mingled  courtesy  and  indifference.  He  had 
found  time  to  assure  Mrs.  Astor  and  her 
sister  that  he  had  safely  disposed  of  the 
threatened  dangers  of  Dolly  Darell's  advent. 
Now  he  found  leisure  for  concentrating  all 
his  powers  on  the  w^ooing  of  Genista  Broom. 
His  dark  eyes  glowed  with  simulated  pas- 
sion as  he  leaned  towards  her.  His  lying  lips 
framed  soft  phrases  with  admirable  subtlety 
and  force.  The  man  was  a  born  actor.  The 
colour  flamed  and  paled  and  flamed  again  in 
his  handsome  face  as  he  pressed  his  suit  upon 
the  guileless,  awkward  heiress.  There  was  a 
ring  of  sincerity  in  his  voice,  a  dusky  glow  in 
his  great  dark  eyes,  a  mingled  respect  and 
tenderness  in  his  tones,  that  to  most  women 
would  have  possessed  an  almost  irresistible 
charm  ;    but  although   the  man's   wonderful 
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beauty  was  in  no  way  lost  upon  Genista 
Broom,  though  her  sensitive  and  aesthetic 
nature  thrilled  to  the  charm  of  his  manner, 
and  the  fascination  exercised  by  his  many 
attractions,  yet  she  was  as  far  from  any  in- 
tention of  marrying  him  as  if  he  had  been 
some  groom  in  her  father's  stables.  For 
the  gods  had  compensated  Genista  Broom  for 
her  many  bodily  disadvantages  by  giving  her 
a  clear  sound  judgment.  She  w^as  free  from 
pride  as  she  was  from  vanity ;  and  she  could 
calmly  rate  herself  at  her  true  value  without 
flinching. 

^^  I  am  a  plain  young  woman  with  a  large 
fortune,"  she  would  often  say  to  herself  as 
she  looked  in  the  glass  ;  "I  must  beware  of 
adventurers  and  of  my  own  love  of  the  beau- 
tiful." Since  Conrad  Norton  had  appeared 
upon  the  scene,  Genista  had  communed  much 
and  often  with  herself  Deeply  as  she  dis- 
trusted him  from  the  very  first,  3^et  she  had 
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not  been  able  altogether  to  avoid  the  extra- 
ordinary power  of  his  influence.  He  was  a 
man  who  had  destroyed  the  peace  of  hundreds. 
Women's  hearts  had  sighed  for  him  by  scores. 
Would  this  poor  plain  unappreciated  girl  be 
able  to  resist  his  fascinations  if  he  asked  her 
to  become  his  wife  ? 

And  Genista  Broom  felt  sure  that  wdth  or 
without  encouragement,  Conrad  Norton  would 
ask  her  sooner  or  later.  She  had  been  con- 
scious all  along  that  the  beauty  of  Eva  Koss 
had  alone  stood  in  the  wa}^  of  his  proposal 
during  many  weeks  past.  Now  that  Eva 
Ross  was  out  of  his  reach  he  would  try  to 
-console  himself  with  her  money  !  yes,  her 
money  !  as  she  would  say  to  herself  day  after 
day  and  hour  after  hour.  Her  strong  good 
sense  refused  to  be  blinded  either  by  Norton's 
beauty  or  manner  or  voice.  By  long  medita- 
tion, by  wrestlings  with  her  own  heart,  cast 
in  the  form  of  prayer,  the  girl  had  fortified 
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her  instincts  until  they  had  become  con- 
victions, her  convictions  again  until  they 
had  become  a  law  to  herself,  unassailable, 
unalterable,  fixed. 

Yet  she  dreaded  his  avowal.  There  is  a 
great  gulf  between  the  love  that  is  born  of 
one's  own  imaginings,  and  the  love  that  may 
be  aroused  by  assurance  that  that  love  is 
obtainable ;  and  even  although  Genista 
Broom  had  absolutely  made  up  her  mind 
not  to  listen  to  Mr.  Norton's  asseverations, 
still  she  dreaded  the  conflict  between  her 
highest  reason  and  her  human  aflections, 
none  the  less  because  the  battle  had  been 
fought  over  and  again  before  in  the  privacy 
of  her  own  chamber. 

But  the  word  nmst  be  spoken.  With  all 
appearance  of  eager  passion,  in  the  tones  of 
a  man  jileading  for  very  life,  Conrad  Norton 
asked  her  for  her  love,  and  implored  her  ta 
be  his  wife. 
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Even  at  the  very  moment  that  she  knew 
his  love  was  a  mockery,  and  his  vows  a  He, 
she  paled  under  the  pressure  of  the  emotions 
his  voice  and  his  touch  called  up  within  her 
heart. 

But  even  in  the  moment  of  supremest  pain 
Genista  Broom  gathered  up  all  the  strength 
of  her  will  to  oust  from  her  bosom  once  and 
for  ever  the  beautiful  serpent  that  would  fain 
have  nestled  there,  even  though  but  for  the 
sake  of  her  gold. 

"  Mr.  Norton,"  she  said,  vainly  striving  to 
steady  her  voice,  "  believe  me,  I  would  have 
avoided  this,  had  it  been  in  my  power.  I 
had  hoped,  indeed  I  had,  that  you  might 
have  seen  from  my  manner  the  impossibility 
of  my  listening  to  such  words  as  you  have 
now  addressed  to  me.  I  am  not  a  woman 
who  could  make  you  happy.  I  am  not 
beautiful,  I  am  not  clever.  I  cannot  be  your 
wife.     I  pray  you  say   no   more.     You  are 
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my  fathers  guest,  as  such  I  cannot  avoid 
you.  I  cannot  withdraw  from  your  society 
as  I  might  do  under  other  circumstances. 
Be  generous  and  leave  me." 

The  last  words  seemed  to  give  him  hope. 
That  she  should  plead  with  him  to  be  gene- 
rous and  to  leave  her  seemed  to  point  to 
some  passion  in  her  breast  which  she  would 
fain  combat.  Perhaps  after  all  the  fortress 
might  be  carried  by  storm. 

''  If  you  can  look  me  in  the  face  and  tell 
me  you  have  no  spark  of  love  for  me,  I  will 
leave  you,"  he  answered.  ^^  I  do  not  think 
I  am  a  vain  man,  but  I  am  possessed  of 
ordinary  intelligence,  and  I  confess  I  had 
been  led  to  hope,  from  the  favour  you  have 
shown  me,  that  my  suit  would  not  be  alto- 
gether distasteful  to  you.  I  am  a  lonely 
man,  Genista,  lonely  and  adrift  on  an  un- 
eympathising  world.  I  long  for  sympathy. 
In    you    I  have   found  it.     I    am    tired    of 
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wandering;  I  want  a  home;  I  want  the 
sweet  solace  of  wifely  affection,  the  domestic 
charms  of  wifely  companionship,  and  I  be- 
lieved that  I  had  found  the  reahsation  of  my 
hopes  in  you.  Tell  me  that  you  have  no  love 
for  me,  that  I  am  to  you  neither  more  nor 
less  than  any  other  stranger  within  your 
father  s  gates,  and  I  will  not  be  so  selfish  as 
to  plead  for  my  own  happiness  at  the  possible 
expense  of  yours  ;  but  you  cannot  say  this, 
Genista,  I  see  in  your  face  you  cannot  say  it. 
Then  give  me  hope,  dear,  give  me  love,  and 
my  whole  life  shall  be  devoted  to  your  happi- 
ness." 

It  was  a  wise  plea,  carefully  worded,  though 
to  all  appearances  the  quick  utterance  of 
impetuous  speech.  Her  woman's  heart 
winced  and  wavered  even  while  her  will 
stood  firm  and  strong.  She  glanced  up  at 
him  and  quivered.  His  great  dark  eyes  were 
gazing  so  fondly  into  hers  as  the  words  came 
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hurriedly  from  his  Hps  in  softest  tones.  His 
beautiful  face — every  trace  of  evil  guilefully 
effaced — shone  out  upon  her  in  all  its  rich 
young  manly  beauty  ;  his  strong  hand  grasped 
hers,  and  moved  her  pulses  to  the  pitch  of 
passionate  agony. 

But  she  had  known  it  would  be  thus.  She 
had  gauged  her  own  heart  to  its  profoundest 
depths  many  and  many  a  time  before,  since 
this  young  sun-god  had  burst  upon  her  vision. 
She  knew  that  the  love  she  had  for  him  was 
the  growth  of  but  her  lower  nature  ;  she  was 
sure  that  she  was  but  fascinated  by  his  mar- 
vellous beauty,  and  she  felt  in  her  heart  of 
hearts  that  her  only  safety  w^as  in  wrenching 
herself  free  from  his  spells,  even  at  the  mo- 
ment she  was  most  subject  to  their  influence. 

Yet  she  temporised,  more  in  the  hope  of 
finding  some  loophole  of  escape  than  from 
any  desire  to  give  her  own  love  a  chance,  for 
she  could  not  honestly  tell  him  that  she  loved 
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him  not  at  all,  and  yet  she  shrank  from  tell- 
ing him  that,  though  he  had  impressed  her 
senses,  she  would  not  trust  her  happiness  in 
his  keeping. 

"  Mr.  Norton,"  she  began  again,  ^'  you  are 
a  worshipper  of  beauty  ;  I  am  not  beautiful. 
You  have  a  keen  sense  of  humour ;  I  am  not 
witty.  You  come  of  a  noble  race — so  I  am 
told — of  the  old  French  noblesse.  I  am  an 
educated  w^oman,  it  is  true,  but  I  am  of 
humble  birth.  I  am  no  fitting  wife  for  the 
descendant  of  the  Due  de  Vaurien  ;  I  am  no 
fitting  person  for  so  lofty  a  position  as  that  of 
mistress  of  Chateau  Blague.  Seek  a  wife 
from  among  your  equals  in  station.  Though 
we  are  rich,  I  am  but  a  tradesman's  daughter. 
Be  content,  I  beseech  you,  with  the  know- 
ledge that  I  never  can  be  your  wife — and  I 
never  will." 

But  the  lure  of  her  gold  still  dazzled  the 
imaofination  of  Conrad  Norton.     He  had  no- 
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mind  to  let  her  money-bags  escape  him.  At 
the  mention  of  the  Due  de  Vaiirien  and 
Chateau  Blague,  he  had  indeed  been  scarcely 
able  to  repress  a  contemptuous  smile  ;  but  he 
was  gravity  itself  now,  and  he  persisted  in 
his  protestations  of  life-long  and  unalterable 
devotion. 

"  Tell  me  you  do  not  love  me,  and  I  will 
leave  you,"  Avere  the  words  in  which  he  ended 
each  fresh  outburst  of  hypocrisy  and  deceit ; 
and  each  time  the  girl  in  her  reply  managed 
to  evade  giving  him  a  direct  answer. 

But  she  was  worn  out  at  last.  Yield  she 
would  not.  Yet  it  was  hard  to  own  her  love, 
and  let  him  know  at  the  same  time  that  she 
despised  herself  for  giving  way  to  it. 

The  steam-launch  was  nearing  Shale-Ness. 
The  ladies  were  already  gathering  their  cloaks 
about  them  preparatory  to  going  ashore. 
She  felt  she  must  speak  out.  This  man  must 
be  made  to  understand  once  for  all  the  hope- 
lessness of  his  suit. 
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"You  press  me  hard,  Mr.  Norton/'  she 
said  at  last ;  '^  and  you  force  me  thereby  to 
say  what,  for  both  our  sakes,  I  Avould  ^l^^^J 
have  left  unsaid.  I  had  almost  loved  you. 
I  had  almost  been  traitor  to  my  reason,  my 
conscience,  and  my  will,  for  your  sake ;  but 
that  is  all  over  now.  I  could  not  say  to  you, 
honestly  and  truly,  that  I  had  no  love  for 
you ;  but  I  can  tell  you  that,  in  spite  of  that 
love,  I  will  never  marry  you,  never-never — 
never  !  You  are  handsome  and  attractive, 
and  clever,  Mr.  Norton  ;  but  you  are  not 
true.  I  hnow  you  do  not  love  me.  I  do  not 
blame  you  for  your  indifference.  It  is  my 
misfortune  to  be  plain,  awkward,  and  dull ; 
but  I  do  blame  you  for  approaching  mo 
with  a  lie  upon  your  lips.  I  do  blame  you 
for  your  selfishness  in  being  ready  to  sacrifice 
my  life's  happiness  on  the  altar  of  your  own 
greed.  You  want  my  money,  Mr.  Norton, 
not  me.     Dull  as  I  am,  I  am  a  woman  still ; 
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xt  sensitive  woman,  a  woman  with  a  heart  in 
her  breast  that  could  love,  I  think,  better 
than  many,  where  once  it  could  lay  its  trust. 
But  I  am  not  a  fool.  Do  you  suppose  I  am 
so  blind  as  not  to  know  that  you  would  never 
have  said  to  me  what  you  have  said  this  day, 
had  Eva  Ross  consented  to  become  your  wife  ? 
I  have  watched  you,  Conrad  Norton,  as  only 
a  woman  can  whose  jealousy  is  aroused  by  the 
successful  charms  of  a  rival.  You  have  said 
to  yourself  all  along,  '  I  will  get  beauty  and 
money  together,  if  I  can  ;  but,  if  I  cannot,  I 
will  put  up  with  money  alone.'  Was  this  fair  ? 
Was  it  generous  ?  Was  it  manly  ?  Nay, 
do  not  interrupt  me,"  she  continued,  as  she 
rose  from  her  seat,  and  gathered  her  draperies 
round  her  ;  "  no  word  you  could  say,  no  per- 
suasion, no  protestation,  could  ever  alter  my 
decision.  You  have  gifts  which  would  make 
many  a  woman  love  you  to  their  own  heart- 
breaking, but  the  spell  you  once  cast  over  me 
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is  broken.  You  are  cruel ;  you  are  heartless, 
and  you  are  false.  My  life  is  sad  and  weary 
and  burdensome,  but  I  thank  God  that  I 
have  not  blighted  it  hopelessly,  by  giving 
you  a  heart  you  did  not  want,  and  a  love  that 
might  have  proved  your  curse  !" 

A  vindictive  glitter  shone  in  Conrad's  eyes 
as  the  girl  swept  past  him,  her  plain  face 
flushed  with  scorn.  His  thin  lips  tightened, 
and  the  old  evil  smile  played  about  the 
comers  of  his  mouth.  The  game  was  played 
out.  The  girl  knew  him  for  what  he  was. 
Her  penetration  had  truly  gauged  the  depths 
of  his  lying  soul,  and  he  knew  that  all  pursuit 
was  hopeless. 

Yet  he  hummed  a  cheerful  tune  as  he  dis- 
embarked, interchanging  merry  banter  with 
Miss  Priscilla  as  he  offered  her  an  arm  from 
the  landing-stage  to  the  rustic  inn. 


CHAPTER  XIV. 


A    STRUGGLE    FOR    LIFE. 


h 


^]HE  carriage-party  had  already  arrived 
at  Shale-Ness  when  the  passengers 
by   the   steam-launch    made    their 


appearance. 

Mrs.  Broom  glanced  sharj^ly  at  her  daughter 
on  her  arrival,  but  there  was  nothing  in 
Genista's  demeanour  that  told  |  her  mother 
what  she  wished  to  knoAV.  Mrs.  Broom  had 
felt  certain  that  Conrad  Norton  Avould  seize 
this  opportunity  for  making  Genista  a  pro- 
posal of  marriage.     Had  he  found  it  ?  and,  if 
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SO,  with  what  result '?  Perhaps,  after  all,  he 
had  awaited  some  less  public  opportunity  than 
he  could  find  on  the  deck  of  the  steam -launch. 

The  party  was  certainly  not  a  merry  one. 
Captain  Norman  had  done  his  best  to  bring- 
together  into  something  like  harmony  the 
many  diyerse  elements  of  Olton  Priors  society; 
but  though  the  Brooms  were  now  loftily  ciyil 
to  the  Posses,  and  the  Posses  pointedly 
courteous  to  the  Treyors  and  the  Buncombe 
people,  yet  the  families  did  not  harmonise, 
and  it  required  all  the  joint  tact  of  Norman 
himself  and  Miss  Priscilla  to  make  the  excur- 
sion eyen  decently  sociable. 

Planty  Broom  basked  in  the  sunshine  of 
his  fool's  paradise  to  his  heart's  content,  and 
Elise  receiyed  his  attentions  with  a  fine  air  of 
demure  possession  ;  but  the  majority  of  the 
guests  were  ill  at  ease. 

It  soon  ])ecame  obyious  that  the  sooner  this 
constraint  was  remoyed   the  better.     A  lovr 
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on  the  river  was  proposed  by  some,  others 
suggested  a  cHnib  to  the  summit  of  the  pro- 
montory, whence  a  fine  view  could  be  ob- 
tained of  Shalemouth  and  the  Sandshire 
coast. 

Finally  it  was  arranged  that  Norman  and 
Norton  should  take  the  oars,  and,  with  Planty 
Broom  to  steer,  should  row  such  of  the  ladies 
as  cared  for  the  water  as  far  as  the  Shale- 
mouth  bridge  across  the  river.  Diana 
Trevor  and  filise  Desmoulines,  with  Mrs. 
Astor,  were  the  only  ladies  who  could  be 
persuaded  to  venture  however,  for  the 
water  was  rough  and  "  choppy,"  and  the 
boat  at  their  disposal  was  but  a  sorry  tub, 
small,  comfortless,  and  dirty.  Miss  Ross  pre- 
ferred to  stay  with  Miss  Priscilla  and  Lady 
Adela  at  the  inn  ;  and  the  rest  made  prepa- 
rations for  ascending  the  hill  to  the  pine- wood 
at  the  summit  of  Shale-Ness. 

''  Who  can  swim  '?"  said  Diana,  with  rather 
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a  nervous  lauo-h,  as  the  boat  rocked  from  sid 


'o"' 


to   side  alarmingly,    before    the    rowers   had 
settled  to  their  work. 

*'  Oh  !  Mr.  Norton  will  have  to  save  the  lot 
if  we  should  upset,"  said  Elise.  *'  I  know 
you  cannot  swim,  Planty,  and  I  think  I  heard 
Captain  Norman  regret  just  now  that  he  had 
never  learnt." 

'^  I  am  sorry  to  say  that  is  a  true  bill,"  said 
Norman.  ''  I  am  very  much  ashamed  of  it, 
for  I  think  every  Englishman  should  be  at 
home  in  the  water  ;  but  in  my  boyhood  I 
lived  in  the  midland  counties,  w^hich  must  be 
my  excuse  for  my  shortcomings.  You  are 
o-ame  for  swimmino-  for  miles  though,  Norton, 
are  you  not  V 

"  For  my  o^vn  pleasure,  yes,"  answered 
Norton,  with  an  evil  look  in  his  black  eyes, 
as  some  thouoht  flashed  across  his  brain  which 
seemed  to  develop  the  devil  within  him ; 
''  but  I  have  never  had  the  mischance  to  be 
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upset  from  a  boat  with  five  fellow-passengers 
who  cannot  save  themselves. 
•  "  Well,  there  is  no  chance  of  your  getting 
the  Humane  Society's  medal  to-day,  old 
fellow,"  said  PJanty  ;  ''  for  I  defy  any  number 
of  people  to  upset  such  a  tub  as  this." 

"  But  there  are  sandbanks  in  mid-stream," 
said  Mrs.  Astor,  who  was  not  very  brave  at 
any  time  in  a  boat ;  ''  suppose  we  should  get 
stranded  on  one  of  them  ?" 

"  Then  some  fellow  must  get  out  and  shove 
the  boat  off  again,"  answered  Planty,  *'  which 
fellow  shall  be  Norton,  as  he  is  so  very 
strong." 

"  The  tide  is  flowing,"  said  Norman ;  ''  so 
even  if  such  a  thing  did  occur,  Ave  should  soon 
be  floated  off  any  bank  we  might  touch, 
without  the  necessity  for  any  one  going  over- 
board." 

The  river  is  spanned  by  a  bridge  about  half 
a  mile  above  Shalemouth.     The  bridge  leads 
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on  the  opposite  side  straight  into  the  road  by 
which  the  summit  of  Shale-Xess  is  attained, 
a,nd  as  the  party  in  the  boat  neared  the  arches, 
those  who  were  walking  along  the  bank  gave 
them  a  friendly  shout  of  recognition.  The 
ladies  waved  their  handkerchiefs,  and  Planty 
Broom,  standing  up  in  the  stern,  waved  his 
hat  wildly  to  those  who  were  ashore. 

As  he  did  so,  he  tripped  and  fell  forward  in 
the  boat,  pulling  the  rudder  sharply  round. 
It  was  an  unlucky  moment,  for  the  boat  was 
just  shooting  through  an  arch  of  the  bridge. 
The  sudden  jerk  brought  her  bows  with  a 
crash  against  the  masonry  of  the  bridge,  and 
in  a  moment  the  boat  was  overturned,  and 
the  whole  party  were  struggling  in  the 
water. 

At  the  moment  of  upsetting,  Mrs.  Astor, 
with  a  piercing  scream,  clutched  hold  of 
Conrad  Norton,  and  when  they  rose  to  the 
surface  at  some  distance  from  the  boat,  the 
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man  made  direct  for  the  shore,  striking  out 
lustily  with  one  arm,  while  the  other  en- 
circled the  almost  insensible  form  of  the 
lady. 

And  the  others  could  not  swim ! 

Even  at  this  terrible  moment  the  thought 
flashed  through  Conrad  Norton's  brain  that 
perhaps  even  yet  accident  might  make  him 
Earl  of  Margate.  There  was  apparently  no 
help  at  hand.  He  saw,  as  he  swam,  the  boat 
bottom  uppermost  floating  away  on  the  tide. 
To  it  was  clinging  a  solitary  human  figure, 
but  it  was  not  that  of  Captain  Norman,  it 
was  Diana  Trevor.  Other  figures  he  saw 
none.  Norman  drowned,  Margate  at  the 
point  of  death  !  Who  now  stood  between 
him  and  a  proud  title  ?  There  were  wealth 
and  position,  and  honour  among  men  within 
his  grasp,  if  he  could  but  reach  land  in  safety. 
Alone,  the  short  swim  w^ould  have  been  to 
him  child's  play,  but  encumbered  as  he  was. 
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by  Mrs.  Astor's  weight,  the  peril  assumed  a 
very  different  aspect.  If  the  worst  came  to 
the  worst,  should  he  leave  her  to  her  fate  ? 
Strong  as  he  was,  he  found  his  strength 
failing.  Mrs.  Astor's  dress  impeded  his  free 
action.  He  had  made  but  little  way  through 
the  water,  and  the  land  was  still  some  dis- 
tance off!  But  selfish  and  hardened  as  he 
was,  he  shuddered  at  his  own  thoughts,  and 
held  grimly  on  to  the  almost  insensible  woman 
as  he  made  his  slow  way  to  land. 

The  rest,  meanwhile,  had  clutched  at  what- 
ever came  nearest  to  hand.  The  tide  fortu- 
nately was  rather  low,  so  that  the  stone  but- 
tresses of  the  bridge,  upon  which  the  wooden 
superstructure  was  built,  still  showed  above 
the  water,  and  would  afford  a  brief  resting- 
place  for  such  as  could  reach  them.  Both 
Plauty  and  Elise  had  succeeded  in  clinging 
to  one  of  these  buttresses,  and  on  another 
stood  Captain  Norman,  bruised  and  bleeding 
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indeed  from  being  dashed  against  the  bridge, 
but  at  any  rate,  for  the  present,  safe. 

And  Diana  ?  Out  in  mid-stream  the 
battered  boat,  turned  upside  down,  bobbed 
up  and  down.  The  tide  was  coming  in  with 
a  strong  rush.  The  river  met  the  tide  in  mid 
career.  The  boat  swayed  to  and  fro,  tossed  by 
waters  fresh  and  salt,  while  with  the  strength 
born  of  despair,  two  little  hands  clutched  the 
wood- work,  and  two  wild  dark  eyes  looked 
out  in  vain  for  help  across  the  river's  breadth. 

And  yet  not  in  vain.  The  accident  had 
been  seen  from  the  bank,  and  Victor,  his  coat 
thrown  off,  was  already  in  the  river  striking 
out  lustily  to  her  rescue.  She  could  see  his 
yellow  hair  above  the  wavelets.  She  could 
hear  his  shout  of  encouragement  as  he  came 
nearer  and  nearer ;  but  her  arms  were  aching 
to  the  pitch  of  agony,  her  little  hands  were 
loosening  their  grip  of  the  hard  boards,  and 
the  swirHng  eddy  was  sucking  her  beneath 
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the  boat,  which  till  now  had  been  her  one 
hope  of  escape  from  a  watery  grave. 

Victor  Eoss  was  a  powerful  athlete ;  but 
it  is  one  thing  to  swiui  in  the  open  sea, 
another  to  make  one's  way  through  the  chop- 
ping seething  waters  where  a  river  meets  the 
ocean.  But  love  braced  his  muscles,  and  gave 
him  superhuman  strength.  He  could  see,  as 
he  breasted  the  waves,  the  slight  figure  of 
her  who  was  more  to  him  than  hfe,  still 
clinOTna-  to  the  boat.  He  could  even  notice 
the  white  terror  of  her  face,  and  the  beseech- 
ing wistfulness  of  hei*  great  dark  eyes. 

Nearer  and  nearer  he  came.  She  could 
hear  his  kindly,  manly  voice  cheering  her 
fainting  heart,  she  could  see  the  bold  blue 
eyes  she  loved  so  well ;  in  another  moment 
she  felt  his  strong  arms  around  her,  just  as 
exhausted  nature  failed  her,  and  her  nerveless 
grasp  relaxed. 

He  caught  her  as  she  slipped  backwards 
into    the    water,    and  raising   himself   by    a 
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mighty  effort,  ho  threw  an  arm  over  the  keel 
of  the  boat  to  give  himself  breathing-time. 

By  this  time  boats  had  been  put  out  from 
both  shores.  Some  made  their  way  to  the 
helpless  beings  still  clinging  to  the  bridge, 
some  came  boatwards  with  all  speed. 

And  not  indeed  too  soon.  Norman  had 
succeeded  in  drawinof-  himself  to  a  hio^her 
level,  and  by  grasping  the  cross-beams  be- 
neath the  bridge,  had  swung  himself  up 
amono^  the  timbers,  where  he  could  await 
rescue  until  it  came.  But  from  the  buttress 
on  which  Planty  and  Elise  were  crouching, 
no  rafters  sprang.  No  hope  of  escaj)e  by 
climbing  was  oj)en  to  them.  Their  plight,  it 
is  true,  was  seen  from  the  bank,  but  the  tide 
was  flowing  fast,  and  the  ledge  of  stone  on 
which  they  lay,  rather  than  stood,  was  already 
some  inches  below  the  water.  The  slope  of 
the  arch  above  prevented  their  adopting  an 
erect  position,  indeed,  there  was  not  a  space  of 
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SO  much  as  three  feet  bet\yeeii  the  buttress  and 
that  part  of  the  arch  beneath  which  they  ^Yere. 

The  tide  came  surging  in,  each  wavelet 
diminishing  their  hopes  by  a  fraction  of  an 
inch.  If  they  had  but  scrambled  on  to  the 
same  buttress  as  Charlie  Norman,  they  might 
have  managed  to  swing  themselves  up  among 
the  beams  as  he  had  done  ;  but  the  space 
between  the  piers  of  the  bridge  was  wide, 
and  to  attempt  to  reach  the  next  one  through 
the  surofinof  water  between,  was  but  to  court 
immediate  destruction. 

"  Surely  they  must  reach  us  soon,"  said 
Ehse.  "  Our  voices  can  easily  be  heard  on 
either  side  of  the  river." 

"  If  there  is  any  one  there  to  hear,"  said 
Planty.  ''I  do  not  see  a  soul  alonof  either 
bank." 

Then  he  called  to  Norman,  who  from  his 
lofty  perch  had  a  better  chance  of  descrying 
any  help  that  might  be  near  ;  but  Norman's 
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view  of  the  banks  was  as  much  intercepted 
by  the  rafters  of  the  bridge,  as  was  Planty's 
by  the  buttresses  themselves. 

EHse  shuddered.  The  cold  of  the  water 
had  almost  benumbed  her. 

"  What  can  have  become  of  the  boat '?"  she 
murmured.  ''  Do  you  think  it  and  the  others 
have  really  gone  down  ?  This  is  too  horrible  I 
Planty,  I  cannot  hold  on  much  longer ;  my 
hands  are  paralysed  with  cold,  and  the  muscles 
of  my  arms  are  tired  out." 

"  Courage,  Elise,  if  we  can  but  hold  on  a 
minute  longer,  I  feel  sure  we  shall  be  saved. 
I  fancy  I  hear  the  plash  of  oars  even  now. 
Courage,  dear  one,  my  arm  is  round  you. 
Even  if  you  slip  I  think  I  can  hold  you  up." 

But  the  youth's  strength  Avas  fast  failing. 
His  face  was  ghastly  white,  not  with  fear,  for 
Planty  Broom,  whatever  other  faults  he  had, 
was  no  coward,  but  with  sheer  exhaustion, 
and  suspense,  and  cold. 
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A  shout  from  Norman  above  them  at  last 
bore  them  the  first  news  of  help. 

"  I  see  a  boat  close  to  us  now,"  he  cried. 
''  Hold  up  but  a  moment  more,  and  you  are 
saved  !" 

The  water  had  reached  then'  chins.  A 
little  while  longer  and  help  would  have 
been  too  late.  Even  as  it  was,  more  than  one 
wave  had  washed  over  their  heads  before 
they  were  both  on  board  the  boat. 

The  parent  Brooms  and  the  Trevors  stood 
waitino'  and  watchino-  on  the  other  side  of 
the  river.  They  had  seen  the  boats  put  out 
from  the  Shalemouth  side,  but  could  give  no 
help  themselves  ;  for  the  only  boat  on  their 
side  of  the  river  that  had  been  available  was 
the  one  that  had  been  upset,  and  neither  Mr. 
Broom  nor  Mr.  Trevor  could  swim. 

There  they  stood,  mute  and  white,  for  the 
hopes  of  all  were  centred  in  those  who  had 
had  so  near  an  escape  from  a  watery  grave. 
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But  all  at  last  were  safe,  safe  at  least  from 
the  immediate  danger  of  the  river,  and  in  the 
first  emotion  of  restoration  to  their  dear  ones, 
husbands  and  wives  threw  themselves  into 
each  other's  arms,  and  sobbed  out  their  gra- 
titude to  Heaven. 

Captain  Norman  was  very  little  the  worse. 
In  his  case  a  cold  bath  and  a  quarter  of  an 
hour's  dire  suspense  among  the  rafters  of  the 
bridixe  formed  the  sum  total  of  his  ills  :  but 
with  some  of  the  others  it  was  far  otherwise. 
The  men  soon  recovered,  as  did  Elise,  but 
Diana  and  Mrs.  Astor  remained  in  a  half- 
unconscious  state  for  hours.  Every  restora- 
tive was  for  some  time  tried  without  effect, 
and  it  was  not  till  evening  that  the  party, 
reclothed  in  habiliments  that  had  been  sent 
for  from  their  respective  homes,  were  able 
to  return  by  carriages  to  Buncombe  and 
Coddesley,  Black  Rock  and  Olton  Priors. 


CHAPTER  XY. 


THE    FLYING    DUTCHMAN. 


ITHER  and  thither  rushes  a  crowd 
of  westward-bound  travellers  on  the 
platform  of  the  Paddinglon  termi- 
nus. It  Wcints  but  a  few  minutes  of  11.45. 
The  "  Flying  Dutchman/'  as  the  fast  express 
to  the  west  is  called,  is  crammed  from  end  to 
end. 

"  By  your  leave,  please,"  from  the  sonorous 
voices  of  sturdy  porters,  makes  people  leap 
aside,  with  no  more  harm  done  than  a  butt 
in  the  stomach  or  a  grazed  shin,  incurred  by 
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collision  with  a  luggage  truck  or  a  port- 
manteau. 

Porters  emerge  from  carriages  v»ath  a  sug- 
gestive hand  ojien  in  the  small  of  their  backs, 
as  if,  like  a  plateholder  for  alms  at  a  church- 
door,  they  were  too  polite  to  notice  the 
amount  of  the  contribution,  while  guards  lock 
and  unlock  compartments  with  an  assiduity 
that  would  seem  to  be  intended  to  affect  the 
very  lives  of  the  passengers  rather  than  their 
own  fees. 

Within  a  few  moments  of  the  departure  of 
the  train,  a  young  man,  habited  in  a  more 
foreign  fashion  than  is  usually  affected  by 
our  British  youth,  pushes  his  way  up  to  a 
bearded  guardian  of  traffic,  and  imparts  the 
equivalent  for  *'  Open  Sesame  "  to  ear  and 
hand  alike  at  the  same  time. 

The  hand  of  the  company's  servant  tightens 
on  the  silver  key,  while  with  the  other  he  flings 
open  the  door  of  a  first-class  through  carriage 
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for  Olton  Priors,  where  a  snug  corner  seat  had 
throughout  been  retained  by  the  guard  for 
any  unpunctual  and  wealthy -looking  tra- 
veller, whose  bribe  might  not  belie  his  ap- 
pearance. 

Enter  a  porter,  bearing  a  rug  of  costly  fur, 
a  travellino'-bas:,  crested  and  monooframmed 
in  gold,  a  hat-box,  and  a  despatch-case.  These 
being  duly  deposited,  exit  porter  with  clenched 
palm  in  the  small  of  his  back  and  impertur- 
bable riofidity  of  facial  muscle.  Foot-warmer 
forgotten  ?  Xo  !  not  at  all.  The  gratitude 
of  a  guard  in  expectation  of  future  favours  is 
equal  to  the  emergency.  Enter  second  porter 
with  the  coveted  luxury,  and  exit  with  his 
hand  also  in  the  small  of  his  back,  clutchino' 
the  forbidden  shilling.  The  servants  of  the 
company  having  thus  discharged  their  duty, 
and  increased  their  wages,  much  to  the  satis- 
faction of  all  concerned,  the  young  man  who 
has  been  the  object  of  so  much  professional 
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zeal  settles  himself  comfortably  among  his 
furs,  stretches  out  his  legs,  and  proceeds  to 
take  stock  of  his  opposite  neighbour. 

The  young  gentleman  with  the  costly 
furs  and  monogrammed  appointments  is 
no  other  than  Dolly  Darell ;  the  broad- 
shouldered,  burly  man  opposite  him  is 
George  Warre. 

Dolly  is  at  present  too  much  engrossed  in 
attending  to  his  own  personal  comforts  to 
notice  the  look  of  amused  contempt  on  young 
Warre's  face ;  for  Dolly  is  effeminate  and  a 
fop,  than  which  nothing  is  more  abhorrent  in 
the  eyes  of  the  stalwart  George. 

Dolly  is  pleased  with  himself,  for  he  is 
under  the  impression  that  by  catching  the. 
train  at  the  last  moment  he  has  succeeded  in 
ridding  himself  of  the  undesirable  society  of 
Mr.  Storr,  who  he  believes  and  hopes  is 
safely  ensconced  in  some  other  carriage ;  but 
Dolly  is   mistaken.       Even   as   the   whistle 
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sounds,  Mr.  Storr,  flashy  and  red-faced,  vulgar 
and  loud,  hurls  himself  into  the  very  com- 
partment in  which  Dolly  and  George  Warre 
are  seated,  and  hauls  in  his  travelling-gear 
through  the  open  window  with  the  help  of  a 
porter  who  runs  by  the  already  departing 
train. 

With  much  puffing  and  blowing  and  mop- 
ping of  his  forehead  with  a  crimson  and  yellow 
pocket-handkerchief,  Mr.  Storr  packs  his 
portly  person  into  a  seat,  throws  his  dressing- 
case  awkwardly  into  the  net  above  his  head 
— so  awkwardly  that  it  falls  out  again  on  to 
Dolly's  lap,  to  that  gentleman's  intense  disgust 
and  displeasure. 

Mr.  Storr  starts  up,  apologises,  and  recog- 
nises Dolly  Darell. 

"  I  had  come  to  the  conclusion  you  must 
have  missed  the  train,"  he  said ;  ''  I  nearly 
lost  it  myself  through  hunting  for  you.  How 
is  your  poor  brother  ?" 

27—2 
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"  Not  mucli  to  look  at,"  answered  Dolly 
languidly  ;  ''  awfully  swollen  and  disfigured, 
in  fact,  but  he  suffers  no  pain,  and  has  nothing 
to  do  but  to  get  well." 

"  As  brutal  and  cowardly  an  assault  as  was 
ever  known,"  said  Mr.  Storr.  ^'  Have  the 
police  found  no  clue  to  the  man  who  attacked 

him  r 

"  None  whatever.  I  am  not  surprised,  for 
the  police  are  notoriously  inefficient  in  matters 
of  personal  conflict ;  besides,  the  night  was 
foggy,  and  the  man  struck  Gus  so  rej)eatedly 
and  so  swiftly  that  he  completely  blinded  him 
for  the  time  beino\" 

"  Can  your  brother  give  any  reason  for  this- 
apparently  unprovoked  assault  ?  Is  he  aware 
of  having  made  an  enemy  of  any  man  who 
would  be  likely  to  commit  such  a  dastardly 
outrage  1" 

"  My  brother  declares  to  me  that  so  far  as 
he  knows,  he  has  not  an  enemy  in  the  world ; 
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in  fact,  he  feels  certain  that  he  was  mistaken 
for  some  one  else." 

''  Not  much  consolation  to  a  man  who  has 
been  pounded  to  a  jelly  by  a  ruffian,"  said 
Mr.  Storr. 

"  Do  you  suppose  you  could  swear  to  the 
man  if  he  ever  crossed  your  path  again  f 
a,sked  Dolly. 

Mr.  StoiT  hesitated.  "  I  am  not  sure  that 
I  could,"  he  said ;  ''  the  night  was  very  dark, 
the  meeting  was  momentary,  and  the  Italian 
cloak  the  fellow  wore  was  an  almost  impene- 
trable disguise." 

George  Warre  pricked  up  his  ears.  The 
luxury  of  combat  was  engrafted  in  his  nature, 
and  he  revelled  in  the  description  of  a  fight. 
He  had  already  been  aroused  to  interest  in  the 
conversation  of  his  fellow-passengers,  whose 
names  even  he  did  not  know,  but  the  men- 
tion of  an  ItaHan  cloak  reminded  him  of  the 
meeting  with  Conrad  Norton  on  the  steps 
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of  the  hotel,  and  his  interest  became 
intense. 

"  I  think,  however,"  continued  Mr.  Storr, 
"  that  I  should  know  the  look  in  his  eyes 
again,  if  I  encountered  him  under  anything 
like  the  same  circumstances.  There  was  a 
glare  in  them  such  as  I  have  never  seen  in 
any  human  being  before,  and  I  sincerely  trust 
I  never  may  again." 

^'  Was  he  a  dark  man  ?"  asked  Dolly. 

^'  To  judge  by  his  eyes,  I  should  say  very 
dark.  The  eyes  were  black,  but  with  a  sort 
of  red  light  in  them,  like  a  wild  beast's.  I 
could  not  see  the  rest  of  the  fellow's  face  ; 
that  Italian  cloak  of  his  was  so  muffled 
round  him.  In  height,  I  should  say  he 
was  ^YQ  foot  ten,  and  of  a  strong  athletic 
build." 

"  I  hope  you  will  excuse  me,  sir,"  said 
George  Warre,  for  the  first  time  interrupting, 
^*  but  may  I  ask  when  this  assault  took  place  ? 
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I  have  a  particular  reason  for  making  the 
inquiry." 

Dolly  looked  up  with  a  languid  stare  at  the 
young  man's  presumption  in  cutting  into  the 
conversation,  but  Mr.  Storr  answered  quickly. 

'*  The  night  before  last,  sir.  May  T  inquire 
your  reason  for  asking  1" 

'^  I  happened  to  notice  a  man  on  that  night 
in  an  Italian  cloak,  that  is  all,"  answered 
Warre  carelessly.  ''  His  appearance  struck 
me  as  strange  in  the  streets  of  London  in 
such  a  garb." 

''  I  wish  you  could  have  told  us  more,  sir," 
said  Mr.  Storr.  "  This  gentleman's  brother," 
he  continued,  turning  to  Dolly,  "  was  knocked 
down  and  nearly  murdered  by  the  ruflSan, 
and  as  yet  the  police  have  not  even  a 
clue."  : 

"  Do  you  suppose  the  motive  was  robbery  ?" 
asked  Warre,  who  felt  he  was  treading  on 
very    delicate     ground,     for     circumstances 
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strongly  pointed  to  Norton  as  the  assailant, 
and  hitherto  he  had  been  his  friend. 

'^  Certainly  not,"  said  Dolly,  rousing  him- 
self. "  My  brother  had  a  very  valuable  watch 
on  him,  a  diamond  and  opal  pin,  which  could 
easily  have  been  snatched  from  his  scarf,  and 
some  ten  pounds  in  gold  in  his  purse,  yet 
nothing  was  taken,  though  there  must  have 
been  ample  time  for  robbery,  had  that  been 
the  villain's  object." 

"  It  must  have  been  about  some  woman," 
said  Mr.  Storr.  ''  Confound  them !  they 
are  at  the  bottom  of  all  the  misery  in  life. 
The  man  was  jealous  of  your  brother,  and 
meant  to  put  him  out  of  the  way  once  for  all." 

"  Had  that  been  the  case,  a  man  of  this 
fellow's  stamp  would  have  used  a  knife,  you 
may  depend,"  said  Dolly. 

'^  May  I  ask  whereabouts  in  London  the 
assault  you  are  speaking  of  took  place  V* 
asked  Warre. 
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"  In  Jermyn  Street,"  answered  Darell. 
^'  My  brother  and  I  had  been  to  the  '  Hemi- 
sphere.' Naturally  I  should  have  gone 
straight  home  to  my  lodging  in  that  street,  and 
my  brother  to  his  in  another  part  of  town,  but 
Ave  had  agreed  to  sup  together  at  the  Cafe  de 
la  Regence  later  on,  and  he  was  to  get  a 
letter  I  had  left  in  my  rooms  and  bring  it 
with  him  to  the  place  of  meeting.  It  so 
happened  that  I  found  I  had  told  him  the 
wrong  place  to  find  this  letter,  so  I  hurried 
back  after  him  to  get  it  for  myself,  and  found 
him  supported  in  the  arms  of  this  gentleman, 
insensible." 

*'  For  my  part,  I  was  under  the  impression 
that  he  was  dead  when  I  stumbled  against 
him,"  said  Mr.  Storr. 

'*  Can  you  remember  Avhere  you  saw  the 
man  in  an  Italian  cloak  V  asked  Dolly,  turn- 
ing to  Warre. 

Warre  hesitated.      He  was  loath  to  say 


170  COUNTY   VERSUS    COUNTER. 

anything  which  might  inculpate  Norton,  yet 
everything  seemed  to  point  to  him  as  the 
author  of  the  outrage. 

"  It  was  in  Piccadilly,  about  eleven  o'clock 
at  night,  if  I  remember  rightly,"  he  answered  ; 
"  but  surely  the  attack  must  have  been  pre- 
determined, and  as  you,  sir,  were  the  person 
who  would  probably  return  to  your  own 
house,  you  must  have  been  the  real  object  of 
this  man's  animosity." 

"  It  would  seem  so,  certainly,"  said  Dolly  ; 
''  yet  I  can  think  of  no  one  who  owes  me  a 
grudge  of  any  sort,  nor  of  any  one  who,  if  he 
did,  would  take  so  dastardly  a  means  of  pay- 
ing off  old  scores." 

*'  It  would  almost  seem  as  though  you  had 
been  tracked  down  from  the  '  Hemisphere,' " 
said  Mr.  Storr.  ''  Was  there  any  one  whom 
you  knew  at  the  theatre  ?" 

''  Not  a  soul — and  yet,  stay  ;  there  was  one 
man  whom  I  used  to  know  in  days  gone  by^ 
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but  he  could  have  had  no  possible  reason  for 
attacking  rae  or  mv  brother.  Certainly  I 
know  a  good  deal  about  his  past  life  that  he 
might  wish  buried  in  oblivion,  but  nothing  of 
sufficient  importance  to  warrant  the  suppo- 
sition that  he  could  have  been  the  assailant 
in  question." 

"  One  never  knows,"  observed  Mr.  Storr 
gravely.  ''  Perhaps  circumstances  may  have 
changed.  A  secret  knoT\^i  to  you  alone, 
which  in  those  days  possessed  no  value,  may 
now  be  worth  even  the  guilt  of  murder  to  the 
man  of  whom  you  speak." 

''  He  won  a  pot  of  money  from  me  at  cards 
some  years  back.  He  would  hardly  bear  me 
a  grudge  for  that.  He  also  was  kind  enough 
to  relieve  my  brother  Gus  of  some  superfluous 
cash  not  long  ago,  while  he  was  yet  a  novice 
about  town." 

"  And  who  is  he  ?"  exclaimed  Mr.  Storr 
vehemently.      "Why,     this    is    a    clue,     a 
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wonderful  clue  !     Tell  me  what  is  this  man's 
name." 

"  Constantine  Norman,"  said  Dolly.  ''  He 
is  a  cousin  of  Lord  Margate,  who  has 
property,  I  know,  between  the  Trevors'  place 
and  Buncombe ;  I  dare  say  Ave  shall  meet 
Margate  while  we  are  both  near  Olton  Priors, 
and  I  can  then  ask  him  if  he  knows  anything 
about  this  scamp  of  a  cousin  of  his." 

"  You  know  Lord  Margate  ?"  asked  Mr. 
Storr. 

^'  I  have  not  seen  him  for  some  years," 
answered  Dolly.  ''  We  were  young  men 
about  town  together,  and  were  on  the  whole 
rather  intimate.  I  am  hoping  to  resume  the 
acquaintance  in  Sand  shire  this  week." 

"  You  will  hardly  do  that,"  said  Warre, 
interrupting  him,  "  for  Lord  Margate  is  dying 
at  St.  Moritz.  The  last  accounts  of  him  were 
very  serious." 

"Indeed!"    said    Dolly;    ''I    had    heard 
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nothing  of  his  iUness.     I  am  sincerely  sorry. 
Has  he  any  children  1" 

^'  None.  His  brother,  Captain  Norman,  is 
the  next  heir." 

"  And  he — is  he  married  ?" 

^^  No ;  but  he  is  eno^ao-ed  to  a  Miss  Ross 
who  lives  in  the  neioiibourhood  of  Olton 
Priors." 

''  Ah !  that  will  be  a  bad  thino'  for  Con- 
stantine  Norman.  He  is  the  next  heir,  I 
know,  after  Charhe  Norman ;  hardly  the  sort 
of  man  to  prowl  about  London  in  a  brigand's 
costume  in  search  of  plunder,  eh  !  Mr.  Storr  ?" 

'•  I  don't  know  that,"  answered  the  elder 
man.  "  Heirs  to  property  are  generally 
harder  up  than  people  who  have  no  rever- 
sionary prospects,  and  as  to  earls'  cousins, 
they  are  proverbial  for  living  on  their  wits 
and  their  connection.  However,  we  have 
disposed  of  the  notion  that  the  assault  was 
committed  for  plunder.     It  seems  to  me  quite 


174  COUNTY    VERSUS    COUNTER. 

possible  that  a  scamp  of  the  sort  you  describe 
would  be  the  very  man  to  prove  unscrupulous 
in  any  designs  he  may  be  cherishing,  and  with 
which  you  may  happen  to  interfere.  What 
sort  of  looking  fellow  is  this  Mr.  Constantine 
Norman  ?" 

"  Above  the  middle  height,  strongly  built 
and  muscular — head  well  set  on — short  black 
hair,  resolute  mouth,  very  dark  eyes." 

"  That  answers  to  the  description  of  the 
man  in  the  cloak,"  said  Mr.  Storr.  "  I  did 
not  see  his  mouth,  but  he  certainly  had  the 
fiercest-looking  black  eyes  I  ever  saw  in  any 
human  being." 

The  more  George  Warre  heard  of  this 
conversation,  the  more  obvious  it  became  to 
him  that  Conrad  Norton,  and  no  other,  must 
have  been  the  perpetrator  of  the  outrage  on 
the  brother  of  the  gentleman  opposite  him ; 
but  he  shrank  from  ^^  splitting "  on  a  man 
with  whom  he  had  been  on  terms  of  friend- 
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ship  beneath  his  own  father's  roof.  If 
Norton  were  the  man,  these  gentlemen  w^ould 
probably  have  an  opportunity  of  identifying 
him  without  his  aid — therefore  he  kept  silence 
until  the  conversation  changed. 

"  You  know  Olton  Pi^iors,  I  presume,  sir  ?" 
said  Mr.  Storr  presently,  turning  to  Warre. 

*'  I  have  lived  there  all  my  life,"  said 
Warre.  *'  I  think  I  know  every  stick  and 
stone  for  twenty  miles  round." 

'^  Ah !  this  is  my  first  visit  to  Sandshire. 
I  am  going  to  stay  at  a  place  called  Bun- 
combe, with  an  old  friend  of  mine  by  name 
Broom ;  do  you  happen  to  know  the  place  ?" 

'*Yes,  it  lies  between  Olton  Priors  and 
Shalemouth ;  I  know  it  well." 

*^  And  my  friend  Broom,  do  you  know  him?" 

'^  Not  at  all.  I  have  occasionally  met  his 
son  in  the  hunting-field,  but  I  know  very  little 
of  him  either." 

^^  It  is  to  his  son's  marriage  I  am  invited," 
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continued  Mr.  Storr ;  ^^  can  you  tell  me  any- 
thing of  the  lady  of  his  choice  '?" 

"  I  have  met  her,  certainly,  but  I  can  hardly 
say  I  know  her/'  answered  Warre.  "  She  is 
a  very  handsome,  dashing  young  woman,  and 
Mr.  Plantagenet  Broom  seems  desperately  in 
love  with  her." 

"  Is  she  a  Sandshire  lady  V 

"  Oh !  no.  She  and  a  widowed  sister,  a 
Mrs.  Astor,  have  quite  lately  taken  a  house 
in  Olton  Priors.  I  do  not  know  Avhat  county 
they  belong  to.  I  rather  fancy  they  lived  in 
London  before  coming  to  Sandshire.  But  I 
believe  they  are  of  French  extraction  and  of 
high  family,  at  least  so  they  have  given  out, 
and  there  is  no  one  to  contradict  them." 

"  And  the  lady's  name  1"  jDersisted  Mr. 
Storr.  "  I  think  I  have  heard,  but  I  have 
forgotten." 

"  Desmoulines — Miss  ilise  Desmoulines." 

Then  Mr.  Storr  subsided  among  his  news- 
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papers,  and  Dolly  cat  the  leaves  of  the  Cofirt 
Journal  with  a  gold  and  ivory  paper-cutter, 
and  indulged  his  aristocratic  proclivities  by 
following  in  print  the  autumn  movements  of 
lords  and  ladies,  as  set  forth  in  that  intel- 
lectual and  comprehensive  newspaper. 

George  Warre  could  not  help  wondering 
who  this  curled  and  perfumed  youth  might 
be,  and  how  it  came  to  pass  that  he  should 
be  travelling  in  the  company  of  a  grimy  old 
man  like  his  companion.  The  one  was  as 
evidently  an  effeminate  sprig  of  aristocracy, 
as  the  other  was  a  vulgar  and  offensive 
representative  of  the  lower  middle  class,  and^ 
such  as  they  were,  George  Warre  heartily 
disUked  them  both. 

On  the  Olton  Priors  station,  however, 
Warre  soon  learnt  who  his  fellow-passengers 
had  been,  for  Mr.  Broom  was  there  to  meet 
his  old  friend,  and  Mr.  Trevor  had  brought 
the  carriage  for  his  nephew.     Warre  glanced 

VOL.    HL  48 
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at  the  luggage  in  passing.  ^'  Darell — A.  F. 
Darell."  This,  then,  must  be  the  young 
gentleman  to  whom  Miss  Trevor  was  said 
to  be  engaged.  ^'Was  it  really  possible,'' 
thought  Warre,  "  that  a  girl  like  Diana 
Trevor  could  prefer  this  languid  swell  to 
a  man  like  Victor  Ross  ?  No,  it  was 
impossible."  At  least  so  thought  George 
Warre. 


CHAPTEK  XYI. 

CLOUDS    OX    THE    HORIZON. 

OU  are  looking  ill,  my  friend," 
said  Mr.  Storr  to  Mr.  Broom,  as 
they  drove  to  Buncombe  to- 
gether from  Olton  Priors  station.  "  What 
is  the  cause  V 

'^  I  have  had  heavy  news,  Storr,  by  this 
very  morning's  post,  and  I  confess  I  am 
knocked  down  by  it.  With  my  son's 
wedding-day  fixed,  and  the  house  full  of 
guests,  I  am  bound  to  put  a  bold  face  on 
the   matter   and  brazen    it   out ;    but    I    do 

48—2 
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not  care  to  conceal  from  you,  my  oldest 
friend,  that  I  am  a  ruined  and  a  beggared 
man." 

^'  Kuined  !  beggared  !"  exclaimed  Mr.  Storr 
in  a  tone  of  the  utmost  surprise  and  alarm. 
"  You  are  joking.  Broom !  All  this  com- 
motion about  your  boy's  marriage  has 
weakened  your  nerve." 

"  I  am  not  joking,  Storr  ;  would  to  Heaven 
I  were  !  I  do  not  think  I  have  realised  as 
yet  the  full  meaning  of  the  word  '  ruin.'  I 
have  not  had  the  heart  to  tell  my  poor  wife, 
but  I  came  down  to  meet  you,  determined  to 
take  you  into  my  full  confidence  before  blasting 
the  hopes  of  all  my  family." 

Mr.  Broom  groaned  and  lay  back  in  his 
carriage,  covering  his  face  with  his  hands. 

Mr.  Storr  regarded  him  with  the  utmost 
concern  and  dismay.  Broom's  fortune  had 
been  colossal.  It  seemed  impossible  that  all 
should  have  gone  at  one  blow. 
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"  What  has  caused  it  V  he  asked  in  a  husky 
voice. 

''  Speculation,  cursed  speculation !"  said 
Mr.  Broom.  ''I  had  much,  I  Avanted  more. 
I  was  ambitious  for  my  son's  sake.  I  believed 
I  saw  my  way  to  doubling  my  fortune  in 
silver  mines  in  South  America.  The  whole 
thing  is  a  bubble,  a  swindle,  from  beginning 
to  end,  but  I  was  fool  enough  to  be  taken  in, 
and  now  everything  must  go.  Even  Bun- 
combe must  be  sold,  and  I  must  begin  the 
world  afresh  !" 

''  My  poor,  poor  friend,  what  can  I  say  to 
comfort  you  ?" 

"  From  the  day  when  I  entered  London 
with  only  three-halfpence  in  my  pocket,"  said 
Mr.  Broom,  ''  I  have  worked  and  toiled  and 
slaved  for  the  only  thing  I  thought  worth 
having  in  life — money  !  and  I  had  got  money, 
heaps  of  money,  and  I  was  happy  in  its  pos- 
session.    Don't  tell    me  that   money  is  not 
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happiness,  I  know  better.  If  it  is  not  in 
itself  haj^piness,  it  is  the  one  thing  by  which  a 
chance  of  happiness  is  obtained,  the  one  thing 
which  conceals  and  gilds  trouble  and  disease 
and  care,  which,  without  it,  would  be  insup- 
portable. I  knew  the  value  of  money,  Storr, 
I  have  slaved  for  it  all  my  life,  I  have  en- 
joyed it  too,  and  now  I  have  lost  it,  and 
with  it  all  that  I  know  of  in  life  worth 
having." 

"•  Do  not  speak  so,  Broom.  You  have  a 
loving,  warm-hearted  wife,  and  children  of 
whom  you  are  proud.  Remember  that  I,  too, 
have  suffered,  that  I  am  left  in  my  old  age 
wifeless  and  childless,  with  ^none  to  bless 
me,  none  whom  I  can  bless.'  I,  too,  have 
served  Mammon  from  my  youth  up,  and  for 
what  ?  to  be  married  for  my  money  by  a 
worthless  woman,  who  made  my  name  a  by- 
word and  a  scandal  before  two  years  were 
over. 
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"  Yes,  yes  !  I  know,  my  friend.  You  have 
indeed  suflPered  much.  Have  you  ever  heard 
of  the  wretched  woman  since  V 

"  Sometimes,  but  not  of  late.  She  dis- 
appeared from  London  at  the  end  of  last 
season  in  company  with  her  sister,  who  is  in 
her  own  way  as  bad  as  herself,  a  girl  whom 
they  call  in  town  '  The  Breach  of  Promise,' 
because  she  lives,  and  has  lived  for  years,  upon 
the  sums  men  have  paid  her  to  get  out  of 
marrying  her,  when  her  career  has  been  made 
known  to  them.  She  is  a  handsome,  un- 
scrupulous devil,  this  sister,  and  up  to  every 
villainy  under  the  sun." 

"  Name  V  said  Mr.  Broom. 

''  I  dare  say  she  has  a  hundred  aliases,  but 
her  real  name  is  Eliza  Mullins,"  answered 
Mr.  Storr.  "  Her  father  was  a  stockbroker, 
and  her  mother  his  cook." 

"  To  return  to  my  own  troubles,  Storr, 
what  must   I  do  about  my  son  1     It  is  im- 
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possible  that  I  should  allow  the  marriage  to 
proceed  without  telling  the  young  lady  of 
my  son's  altered  position." 

"  Quite,"  said  Mr.  Storr  sententiously.  ''  If 
she  loves  him  for  his  own  sake,  she  will  marry 
him  all  the  same ;  if  not,  he  will  have  escaj^ed 
a  designing  woman,  and  will  live  to  be  thank- 
ful for  his  deliverance." 

^'The  boy  is  desperately,  madly  in  love 
with  Miss  Desmoulines,"  said  Mr.  Broom. 
"  If  she  throws  him  over,  I  think  it  will 
break  Jais  heart." 

^'  Has  she  money  of  her  own  T 

"  Not  a  penny  ;  but  she  is  a  woman  of  good 
family,  a  proud  woman  and  very  handsome, 
not  at  all  the  sort  of  woman  who  would  marry 
a  pauper,  I  should  say." 

Mr.  Storr  drummed  his  fingers  on  his 
knees.  ''  You  must  take  your  wife  into  your 
confidence,  Broom,"  he  said  presently.  ^'  It 
is  not  fair  to  her  to  keej)  her  in  the  dark  one 
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single  moment  longer  than  you  can  help.  You 
have  made  some  settlement  on  her,  I  suppose, 
which  will  keep  you  from  actual  beggary  V 

"A  mere  matter  of  twenty  thousand  pounds. 
Genista  has  ten  thousand  of  her  own.  Planty 
has  not  a  penny." 

"  Well,  well !"  said  Mr.  Storr,  with  a  sorr}^ 
attempt  at  cheerfulness,  "  we  must  not  meet 
the  devil  half  way.  Keep  up  a  good  heart, 
old  friend  ;  a  man  is  not  a  beggar  with  thirty 
thousand  pounds  in  the  family,  and  perhaps 
matters  are  not  quite  so  hopeless  as  in  the 
first  shock  of  failure  they  appear.  Here  we 
are  at  the  door,  and  here  is  your  good  wife 
waiting  to  receive  me." 


"I 


CHAPTER  XVII. 

MRS.    BROOM    RISES    TO    THE    OCCASION. 

KS.  BROOM  was  genuinely  glad  to 
see  Mr.  Storr.  He  Avas  her  hus- 
band's oldest  friend.  He  had  been 
a  friend  to  them  both  more  than  once  in  their 
need  during  their  chequered  career.  *And 
Mrs.  Broom  was  anxious — more  anxious  than 
she  had  been  for  many  a  long  year.  She 
knew  every  look  on  her  husband's  face,  as 
every  good  wife  should,  and  she  knew  that 
he  had  bad  news  to  communicate — how  bad 
she  could  not  guess — by  the  worn,  haggard 
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expression  on  his  face  since  a  certain  post 
had  come  in. 

Mrs.  Broom  had  learnt  by  experience  to 
ask  no  questions  on  business  matters  until 
her  husband  took  her  into  confidence.  She 
was  more  than  ordinarily  nervous  to-day, 
however,  for  besides  the  shock  of  yesterday's 
accident  on  the  river,  she  was  overdone  with 
all  her  preparations  for  her  son's  marriage, 
and  her  anxieties  concerning  Genista. 

The  girl  had  neither  spoken  to  her  parents 
of  Conrad's  offer  of  marriage,  nor  had  she 
shown  by  her  manner  that  anything  had 
occurred  out  of  the  usual  course  of  events. 
Mrs.  Broom  had  much  cause  for  anxiety,  but 
she  had  determined  to  wait  until  Planty  was 
married  before  appearing  to  perceive  her 
husband's  altered  demeanour. 

She  felt  that  there  was  misfortune  in  store 
for  her  and  hers.  There  was  something  in 
her   husband's    eyes  that  told  her  so,  even 
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though  he  had  told  her  nothing  of  it  with  his 
hps  ;  and  she  was  glad  that  Mr.  Sto^*^  w^as  at 
hand. 

For  Mr.  Storr  had  been  a  man  of  three- 
halfpence  once,  as  Mr.  Broom  had  been. 
Both  had  begun  life  without  money  or  in- 
fluence, or  education,  and  had  risen  by  their 
own  efforts  to  positions  of  wealth  and  inde- 
pendence. Vulgar  they  were,  and  self- 
assertive,  and  worshippers  of  Mammon,  but 
there  was  a  good  side  to  the  characters  of 
both,  that  had  once  and  again  been  brought 
out  by  the  failures  and  trials  of  the  other. 
To  Broom  had  Storr  turned  for  sympathy 
and  consolation  when  his  wife  had  disgraced 
his  name  and  left  his  house.  Now  to  Storr 
did  Broom  turn  when  ruin  stared  him  in 
the  face,  and  the  hard-earned  gains  of  a  life- 
time were  wrested  from  him  by  a  firm  of 
swindlers. 

"  I  am  so  glad  you  have  come,"  said  Mrs. 


MRS.    BROOM    RISES    TO    THE    CCCASIOX.      189 

Broom  heartily,  as  she  met  her  husband's 
old  friend  at  the  hall-door.  ''  We  are  all  at 
sixes  and  sevens,  as  you  may  imagine.  We 
have  a  large  party  to-night,  and  the  house  is 
quite  turned  upside  down.  Planty  is  looking 
for  you,  my  dear,"  she  said,  turning  to  her 
husband.  "  He  is  with  the  lawyer  in  the 
library.  There  is  something  about  the  set- 
tlements they  do  not  quite  understand.  You 
and  I,  Mr.  Storr,  will  have  a  cup  of  tea  or 
a  glass  of  sherry,  and  leave  the  others  to 
business.  I  am  sure  you  must  be  tired  out 
after  your  long  journey." 

She  said  this  in  an  off-hand  way,  as  any 
hostess  might.  She  led  the  way  into  the 
drawing-room  and  shut  the  door.  Then  she 
turned  round  suddenly,  and  faced  her  guest. 

"  Mr.  Storr,  what  has  happened  !"  she 
said.  "You  are  his  oldest  friend,  and  I 
can  see  in  your  face  that  he  has  told  you. 
What   is    it  ?     Let   me    know  the  worst  at 
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once.  I  have  had  ruin  to  bear  before  this 
in  younger  days,  and  I  am  no  more  a  coward 
now  than  then.     Tell  me,  has  he  failed  ?" 

Mr.  Storr  hesitated.  He  took  both  Mrs. 
Broom's  hands  in  his. 

*^  I  hardly  know,  dear  friend,"  he  said, 
"  what  has  happened  as  yet.  Doubtless  in 
the  next  few  days  Broom  will  disburden 
himself  of  his  anxieties  to  me.  Come  what 
will,  your  settlements  and  Genista's  fortune 
are  safe,  and  we  must  hoj^e  that  something 
more  may  yet  be  saved  fro:n  what  I  fear  we 
must  admit  is  a  wreck  of  your  former  pros- 
perity." 

Mrs.  Broom  withdrew  her  hands  and  sat 
down.  For  a  few  moments  she  was  silent. 
Her  face  was  set  and  hard.  There  was  no 
trace  of  irresolution  in  her  expression.  For 
good  or  evil  she  was  an  iron  woman.  The 
fruits  of  her  life  were  snatched  from  her 
before  she  had  had  time  to  fully  apj)reciate 
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their    flavour,   but    she    did    not    shrink  nor 
quail. 

"  Then  it  is  ruin,"  she  said  slowly.  "  I 
thought  so  from  my  husband's  face.  For 
myself  I  do  not  think  I  care.  My  husband 
will  suffer,  and  he  will  sorrow,  but  not  un- 
reasonably nor  as  one  without  hope  ;  but  my 
children,  my  poor  children  !  Mr.  Storr,  my 
boy's  whole  soul  is  set  upon  this  woman  for 
his  wife.  She  cannot  be  kept  in  ignorance 
of  the  facts  ;  and  she  will  not  marry  him  now 
that  he  is  penniless.  I  have  hoped  for  some 
time  past  that  my  daughter  would  marry  a 
gentleman  now  beneath  t)ur  roof.  They  are 
not  as  yet  engaged,  and  I  am  sure  that  this 
news  will  effectually  prevent  any  such  en- 
gagement. My  poor  children !  my  poor 
unhappy  children  !" 

Mr.  Storr  was  much  moved.     Blunt  and 
rough  as  he  was,  he  had  a  kindly  nature. 

"  The    matter  may   not    be    so    bad    as  I 
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imagine,"  he  said,  "  but  certainly  it  must  be 
looked  steadily  in  the  face.  The  relations  of 
the  young  lady  to  whom  your  son  is  to  be 
married  would  justly  expect  a  full  avowal  of 
the  extent  of  the  change  in  his  prospects. 
Do  you  suspect  them  of  being  mercenary  in 
the  matter  ?" 

"  Every  one  is  mercenary,"  said  Mrs. 
Broom.  ''  Some  have  more  tact  in  con- 
cealing their  greed  of  money  than  others. 
Miss  Desmoulines  is  a  penniless  orphan.  I 
do  not  believe  that  she  would  have  engaged 
herself  to  my  son,  had  he  not  been  heir  to 
Buncombe,  and  Buncombe  must  now  be  sold. 
There  will  be  no  marriage,  Mr.  Storr  !" 

'^  And  Genista's  admirer ;  is  he  as  mer- 
cenary as  Miss  DesmoulinCvS  ?" 

''  Mr.  Storr,  Genista  is  not  beautiful, 
neither  is  she  clever,  nor  witty,  nor  attrac- 
tive. She  is  a  good  girl  and  an  unselfish 
one,  but  these  are  not  the  qualifications  the 
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majority    of    men    choose    their   wives    for. 
Moreover,  Genista  is  nearly  thirty.     Under 
such  circumstances  it  would  be  absurd  to  sup- 
pose that  her  money  ,would  have  no  weight 
with  such  men  as  make  her  offers.     The  gen- 
tleman in  question  is  young,  handsome,  and 
gifted,  of  high   birth,   but   ^\dthout   fortune. 
Naturally  he  looks  for  money  "wdth  a  wife.     I 
have  been  expecting  daily  to  hear  that  he  has 
proposed  to  Genista.     That  the  girl  cares  for 
him  I  am  certain ;  but  I  am  not  sure  that 
she  would  accept  him.     Some  time  ago,  when 
I  spoke  to  her  about  Mr.  Norton's  character, 
she  insisted  upon  it  that  he  was  not  trust- 
worthy or  rehable,  and  if  she  remains  of  the 
same  opinion,  I  know  Genista  well  enough  to 
be  certain  she  w411  never  marry  him.     But  I 
confess  I  am  not  thinking  so  much  of  her  as 
of  my  son.     Hers  is  a  stable  and  self-reliant 
nature.     She  is,  too,  a  religious  woman,  and 
has  her  happiness  within  herself,  independent 
VOL.  III.  49 
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of  the  chances  of  fortune,  and  only  influenced 
in  a  certain  degree  by  affairs  of  the  heart ; 
but  my  son  is  a  different  character.  He  is 
wayward  and  passionate,  and  I  fear  we  have 
spoilt  him  from  his  childhood.  He  wants 
balla,st,  and  I  had  hoped  marriage  would  have 
given  it  to  him.  We  have  had  much  trouble 
on  his  account,  dear  friend,  and  I  had  so 
hoped  marriage  might  have  opened  up  a 
new  life  to  him,  and  that  we  might  have  seen 
him  happily  settled,  steady  and  respectable, 
before  we  went  down  to  our  graves." 

"Perhaps  Miss  Desmoulines  loves,  him," 
said  Mr.  Storr.  ''  Why  not  ?  He  is  a  good- 
looking  youth,  smart,  and  well  set-up  ;  a  very 
likely  chap  to  catch  a  woman's  fancy,  I  should 
say.  Still,  of  course  she  must  be  told,  and 
there  is  now  no  time  to  lose." 

"  Miss  Desmoulines  does  not  love  him,  nor 
will  she  marry  a  pauper ;  mark  my  words, 
Mr.    Storr.     Nevertheless,  as   you   say,   she 
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must  be  told  at  once.  We  have  but  days  in 
which  to  arrange  matters  that  require  weeks 
to  settle.  I  must  speak  to  my  husband  at 
once,  and  we  must  both  break  to  Plantaofenet 
this  most  heavy  news.  Here  comes  Genista  ; 
I  will  leave  you  in  her  charge.  I  know  you 
are  fond  of  music  ;  get  her  to  play  to  you. 
She  is  really  an  accomplished  musician." 


49—2 


CHAPTER  XVIII. 


MRS.    ASTOR   SMELLS    A    RAT. 


^^RS.  BROOM  sought  her  husband  in 
r\V  ^  \i     his  study.     His  face  was  buried  in 


his  hands.  He  hfted  his  head  as 
she  entered.  His  expression  shocked  her 
beyond  all  words.  He  seemed  broken  down 
He  was  haggard,  worn,  and  ill.  He  held  out 
his  arms  to  her,  and  she  knelt  down  by  his 
side  and  laid  her  cheek  on  his  shoulder. 

There  Avas  no  need  of  words.  She  knew 
that  what  Mr.  Storr  had  suggested  as  pro- 
bable, was  indeed  true.     But  the  deeper  the 
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sorrow,  the  more  utter  the  ruin,  the  stronger 
and  braver  ofrew  Mrs.  Broom. 

"  So  we  have  lost  all  our  money,  my  dear," 
she  said  gravely,  but  with  composure,  and  an 
almost  cheerful  ring  in  her  voice;  '^but  not 
our  courage,  our  dignity,  or  our  love  for  one 
another.  Cheer  up,  my  husband.  We  shall 
miss  our  luxuries,  no  doubt,  but  we  can  re- 
member the  days  when  we  had  not  too  much 
to  eat,  and  butcher's  meat  was  unknown  in 
the  house.  Mr.  Storr  has  prepared  me  for 
the  worst.  Indeed  I  know  that  we  have 
failed.  Well,  dear !  you  see  I  have  not 
succumbed.  We  are  both  strong  and  hearty 
yet,  and  I  have  my  twenty  thousand  pounds. 
That  is  not  poverty  !" 

Then  Mrs.  Broom  rose  from  her  kneeling 
posture  and  smiled.  She  was  a  brave  woman 
truly,  for  power  and  riches  were  very  dear  to 
her. 

''  Yes,  we  are  ruined,  Belinda,"  said  Mr. 
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Broom;  "ruined  beyond  all  hope  of  retrieval. 
Nor  have  I  either  the  courage  or  the  strength 
to  begin  the  world  again.  I  am  growing  old, 
my  dear,  and  I  have  no  longer  that  stubborn 
Avill  which  brought  me  to  affluence  in  other 
days.  You  are  a  dear,  brave  soul,  wife,  and 
I  will  not  give  way  while  I  have  you  by  my 
side  through  life ;  but  what  can  we  say  to 
Plantagenet  ?  His  wedding-day  is  close  at 
hand.  Of  course  that  is  all  at  an  end  now. 
Miss  Desmoulines  is  not  the  woman  to  marry 
a  penniless  man." 

*^  Planty  must  bear  his  share  of  sorrow,"" 
said  Mrs.  Broom.  *' Perhaps  there  may  be 
sterner  stuff  in  him  than  we  have  hitherto 
noticed.  At  any  rate  he  must  be  told  at  once^ 
and  then  he  must  ride  down  to  Olton  Priors  and 
free  Miss  Desmoulines  from  her  engagement." 

"  Is  there  no  other  way  V  exclaimed  Mr. 
Broom.  "This  is  all  too  terrible  in  its 
suddenness." 
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''  There  is  no  other  way,"  said  Mrs.  Broom, 
almost  sternly.  "  I  hear  Planty's  footstep  in 
the  hall  even  now.  Let  me  be  the  one  to 
speak." 

The  brave  woman  went  to  the  door  and 
called  her  son.  How  bright  and  prosperous 
he  looked  !  How  the  glow  of  assured  success 
lighted  up  his  fair  face  and  gave  lustre  to  his 
eyes  !  And  yet  she  must  dash  his  hopes  to 
the  ground,  even  at  the  moment  when  they 
were  all  but  accomphshed  ! 

He  came  in  whistling  a  merry  tune,  as  he 
caressed  his  moustache  with  his  hand.  The 
mother's  heart  almost  failed  her — almost,  not 
quite  ;  but  there  was  a  gulp  in"  her  throat  and 
a  tear  in  her  eye,  as  she  said,  with  a  some- 
thinof  in  her  tone  that  at  once  riveted  his 
attention  : 

"  Planty,  my  dear  son,  I  have  bad  news 
for  you  :  not  for  you  alone.  Heaven  knows 
-^e  shall  all  have  enough  to  bear ;  but  it  is 
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perhaps  worse  for  you  than  for  us,  inasmuch 
as  your  father  and  I  are  accustomed  to  failure 
and  disappointment." 

Plantagenet  left  off  whistling,  and  stood 
staring  blankly  at  his  mother.  His  face  was 
very  white  as  he  jerked  out : 

'*  Nothing  has  happened — to — Elise  1" 

'^  Nothing  has  happened  to  Elise,"  answered 
his  mother,  trying  hard  to  repress  the  rising 
tears  ;  "  but  something  has  happened  to  us, 
dear  boy,  which  must  be  at  once  communi- 
cated to  her  and  to  Mrs.  Astor.  Not  to 
keep  you  in  suspense,  Planty,  your  father  is 
ruined  !  The  silver  mine  has  failed,  and  we 
are  next  door  to  beggars.  Buncombe  must 
be  sold,  and  we  must  begin  the  world  again." 

Plantagenet  looked  from  one  parent  to  the 
other  in  blank  amaze.  Puin  had  always 
seemed  so  far  removed  from  the  ostentatious 
prosperity  of  life  at  Buncombe,  that  the 
young  man  failed  to  recognise  the  full  mean- 
ing of  his  mother's  words. 
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"  I  suppose  we  shall  all  have  to  retrench," 
he  said  at  length,  with  a  nervous  laugh. 
'*  Retrench — that  is  the  right  word,  isn't  it  V 

"  No  retrenchment  can  help  us,  Planty," 
said  his  father.  "  The  blow  has  fallen ;  be- 
yond 'your  mother's  settlements,  we  cannot 
call  one  penny  our  own.  I  do  not  wish  to 
exaggerate  our  condition.  Of  course,  with 
twenty  thousand  pounds  secured  to  us,  we 
cannot  starve  ;  but  this  place  will  have  to  be 
sold,  and  we  shall  have  to  retire  into  some 
remote  place,  and  hve  out  the  remainder  of 
our  days  in  genteel  insignificance." 

''  We  can  discuss  our  future  plans  at  some 
other  time,"  said  Mrs.  Broom,  interrupting 
her  husband.  '^  Let  us  confine  ourselves  to 
the  question  of  the  moment.  My  son.  Miss 
Desmoulines  must  be  made  acquainted  with 
the  change  in  your  prospects.  You  would 
not  wish  to  marry  her  under  false  pretences'?" 

Planty  Broom  bit  his  Hp. 
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''  I  could  not  give  her  up,  mother,"  he 
said. 

"  Look  the  matter  bravely  in  the  face, 
Planty,"  said  his  mother.  "  No  one  wants 
you  to  give  her^up,  if  she  is  still  willing  to 
be  your  wife.  But  Miss  Desmoulines  en- 
gaged herself  to  you  when  you  were  in 
prosperous  circumstances  ;  you  must  free  her 
from  her  engagement  now.  It  is  the  only 
honourable  course.  Matters  cannot  be 
mended  by  delay.  You  had  better  ride 
down  to  Olton  Priors  at  once,  and  learn 
from  her  own  lips  what  view  she  takes  of 
the  matter."  Then  Mrs.  Broom  took  her 
son  aside,  and  admonished  him  as  to  his 
behaviour.  "  If  the  girl  will  marry  you  yet, 
it  will  prove  her  love  for  you/'  she  said  at 
parting.  ''  If  she  throws  you  over,  it  will 
prove  she  Avanted  your  money,  not  you,  and 
you  will  live  to  congratulate  yourself  on 
beins:  rid  of  her." 
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In  no  enviable  frame  of  mind,  Planty 
Broom  rode  down  to  ''  The  Willows."  The 
servant  informed  him  that  Miss  Desmoulines 
had  stepped  over  the  way  to  see  Miss  Pris- 
cilla,  but  that  she  would  be  back  shortly ; 
that  Mrs.  A^stor  was  alone;  if  he  would  come 
in,  Miss  Desmoulines  should  be  sent  for  at 
once. 

Planty  could  do  no  less  than  endure  a  tete- 
a-tete  with  Mrs.  Astor.  He  was  not  fond  of 
the  lady,  it  must  be  confessed,  any  more 
than  she  was  fond  of  him,  and  he  felt  quite 
certain  that  she,  at  all  events,  would  counsel 
her  sister  to  break  off  the  match,  even  at  the 
last  moment,  when  it  w^as  found  that  he  had 
nothing  but  himself  to  offer. 

A  woman  of  Mrs.  Astor  s  shrewdness  was 
not  long  in  discovering  that  there  was  some 
hitch  in  the  arrangements  for  the  weddino^ ; 
but  she  was  at  a  loss  to  understand  from 
what  source  it  came.     Could  Dolly  Darell 
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have  eluded  Conrad  Norton  ?  Could  he 
have  turned  up  in  Olton  Priors  after  all  ? 
Could  he  have  seen  filise,  and  have  made 
the  damaging  discovery  to  the  Brooms  that 
she  was  but  a  handsome  adventuress,  sailing 
under  false  colours  in  quest  of  a  rich  hus- 
band ?  She  asked  no  questions,  however. 
Her  conversation  referred  solely  to  the  boat 
accident  of  the  day  before,  and  to  their 
narrow  escape  from  a  watery  grave. 

*'  No,  I  do  not  feel  in  the  least  the  worse 
for  my  ducking,"  she  said,  in  answer  to  his  in- 
quiries. ''  Indeed,  I  was  so  nearly  insensible 
at  the  time,  that  I  have  no  very  vivid  recol- 
lection of  anything  until  I  found  myself  in 
bed  in  the  inn.  I  sent  up  to  you  this  morn- 
ing early,  to  tell  you  llllise  was  none  the 
worse.  I  suppose  the  messenger  reached 
you  by  ten  o'clock  ?" 

"  Yes,  yes  ;  I  heard,  of  course,  this  morn- 
ing, or  I  should  have  come  down  sooner  in 
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the  day,"  said  Planty,  with  the  air  of  a 
man  whose  thoughts  were  far  away  from  the 
subject  under  discussion.  '^We  sent  up  to 
the  Trevors  to  ask  for  Miss  Diana,  and  I 
hear  they  are  very  anxious  about  her  indeed; 
she  has  been  dehrious  almost  ever  since  she 
reached  home." 

^'  Elise  has  just  gone  over  to  Miss  Pris- 
cilla's  to  inquke.  I  am  sure  I  do  not  wonder 
that  the  poor  girl  is  nearly  dead  of  the  shock 
and  fright,  to  say  nothing  of  having  been  up 
to  her  chin  in  the  river  for  fully  half  an 
hour." 

"  Curious  that  that  hulking  yeoman  fellow 
should  have  been  the  man  to  save  her  life  a 
second  time,  was  it  not  ?" 

'^  There  seems  to  be  a  fatality  about  such 
things.  I  expect  there  has  been  a  good  deal 
of  love-making  in  that  quarter,  from  all  I 
have  heard." 

Planty  laughed  harshly. 
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'^  Miss  Trevor  is  not  a  particular  favourite 
of  mine,"  he  said ;  ''  but  she  would  hardly 
bestow  herself  on  that  yellow-haired  lout,  I 
should  think,  if  he  went  on  performing  deeds 
of  romantic  gallantry  till  doomsday." 

"I  don't  know  that,"  said  Mrs.  Astor 
sharply.  "  I  hear  the  Kosses  have  come  into 
great  wealth  from  their  property  in  Canada. 
The  Trevors  are  poor,  and,  besides,  I  heard 
yesterday,  from  Lady  Adela's  own  lips,  that 
there  is  nothing  whatever  between  Miss 
Trevor  and  her  cousin,  Mr.  Darell." 

'*  Indeed  1  Then  what  is  Mr.  Darell  down 
here  for  ?" 

"  Down  here  ! — here  in  Olton  Priors  !"  ex- 
claimed Mrs.  Astor.  ''  How  do  you  know 
Mr.  Darell  is  down  here  ?     Who  says  so  ?" 

^'  You  need  not  get  so  excited  about  it," 
said  Planty.  "  He  appears  to  be  a  very 
amiable  young  gentleman,  of  an  effeminate 
type,  who  will  never  set  the  Thames  on  fire 
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by  his  brilliancy.  An  old  friend  of  my 
father's,  who  arrived  rather  unexpectedly  this 
afternoon,  came  down  in  the  train  with  him. 
But  I  did  not  know  you  were  acquainted 
with  Mr.  Darell." 

''  I  had  heard  that  he  was  in  another  part 
of  the  world,"  said  Mrs.  Astor,  recollecting 
herself;  "hence  my  surprise  at  his  turnino^ 
up  here.  Where  is  Mr.  Norton  this  after- 
noon r 

"  Gone  along  the  railway  to  Shalemouth 
with  Charlie  Xorman.  The  latter  came  up 
to  our  house  this  morning,  to  see  how  we 
were  ofettino-  on,  on  his  way  to  Shalemouth, 
and  as  Norton  wanted  a  good  walk,  he 
volunteered  to  accompany  him  along  the 
line.  But  here  comes  Elise.  How  white 
she  is  looking  !" 


CHAPTER  XIX. 

THE    HORNETS    PREPARE    TO    STING. 

RS.  ASTOR  had.  noticed  her  sister  s 
scared  face,  as  fihse  came  up  the 
garden-walk  to  the  front-door. 
"  If  you  will  excuse  me  a  moment,"  she 
said  to  Planty,  ''  I  will  just  see  if  any  thing- 
has  happened  to  upset  filise.  The  shock  of 
yesterday's  immersion  may  not  have  been 
felt  at  the  time,  perhaps,  so  much  as  now, 
when  the  excitement  has  worn  off." 

Mrs.   Astor   closed  the  door  behind  her, 
and  drew  £hse  aside  into  an  adjoining  room. 
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"There  is  something  amiss,"  she  said. 
*'  Tell  me  quickly  what  has  happened.  Planty 
Broom  is  in  the  drawing-room,  and  I  am 
sure,  from  his  manner,  as  well  as  from  yours, 
that  something  has  gone  wrong." 

''  Has  he  seen  Dolly  Darell  ?"  gasped  EHse, 
as  she  sank  down  on  to  the  nearest  chair." 

""  How  could  he  ?  Conrad  assured  us  that 
he  had  made  Mr.  Darell's  appearance  on  the 
scene  impossible." 

"  Dolly  Darell  is  here,"  said  EUse.  ''  I 
have  just  seen  him  walking  with  Mr.  Trevor 
in  Miss  Priscilla's  garden.  I  only  escaped 
meeting  him  by  a  miracle." 

**  What  on  earth  is  to  be  done,  Elise  1" 

*'  The  game  is  up,  my  dear ;  that  is  all. 
In  a  few  days  more  I  should  have  landed 
that  odious  young  prig ;  but  now  I  suppose 
our  best  plan  will  be  to  get  out  of  the  place 
with  as  little  noise  as  possible." 

"  You   cannot   avoid   seeing   Planty   now 

VOL.  III.  50 
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that  he  is  in  the  house.  He  knows  that  a 
Mr.  Darell  has  arrived  at  the  Priory  ;  but  I 
do  not  think  he  has  seen  him,  nor  do  I  see 
how  he  can  have  heard  anything  as  yet 
which  woukl  connect  you  with  the  Eliza 
MulHns  whom  Dolly  Darell  knew." 

"  Come  what  may,"  said  filise,  "  we  must 
have  speech  of  Conrad  Norton  before  any- 
thing can  be  done.  If  Dolly  Darell  puts  in 
an  appearance  at  Buncombe  before  the  mar- 
riage ceremony,  we  are  undone." 

''  You  forget  that  Miss  Trevor's  condition 
will  prevent  any  of  that  household  being 
present  at  Buncombe  to-night  at  any  rate, 
and  she  is  so  dangerously  ill  that  it  would  be 
almost  indecent  for  them  to  appear  at  the 
wedding." 

^'  I  must  see  Conrad,"  said  filise  again. 
"  The  shock  of  yesterday  has  upset  my  nerves. 
I  do  not  feel  capable  of  taking  any  decided 
course  of  action  by  myself" 
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''  At  any  rate  come  into  the  drawing-room 
and  see  Planty  Broom  at  once.  Under  the 
circumstances  you  cannot  refuse  to  see  him." 

''  I  hate  the  man  !"  exclaimed  EHse.  "  I 
wish  to  Heaven  I  might  never  set  eyes  on 
him  as^ain.  I  have  loathed  him  all  alono-, 
and  I  have  been  a  weak  fool  to  allow  myself 
to  dream  of  marrying  him." 

"  You  have  o^one  too  far  to  o-o  back  now  at 
all  events,''  answered  her  sister.  "  He  will 
not  break  it  off,  you  may  be  sure,  and  unless 
he  does,  how  are  you  to  get  damages  I  should 
like  to  know  1" 

"  If  Diana  Trevor  were  to  die,"  said  Elise 
moodily,  ''  who  knows  what  might  happen  ? 
Victor  Koss  would  never  remain  constant  to 
a  mere  memory  all  his  days." 

''  Bother  Victor  Ross  !  The  man  does  not 
care  a  rush  for  you,  and  never  will." 

A  blaze  of  passion  and  jealousy  for  a 
moment  shone  in  Elise's  black  eyes.     Then 

50  —  2 
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she  jumped  uj)  suddenly  and  said,  as  she 
preceded  Mrs.  Astor  out  of  the  room  :  "  What 
must  be,  must.  I  suppose  this  detested  mar- 
riage is,  after  all,  my  only  chance.  Leave  us 
alone,  Anne,  for  a  short  time.  I  will  come 
for  you,  if  you  are  wanted." 

"  I  have  come  to  you  with  sad  news,  filise," 
said  Planty,  as  she  disengaged  herself  from 
his  ardent  embrace.  "  News  that  I  heard 
but  an  hour  ago  myself,  and  which  I  came  to 
communicate  the  instant  I  knew  it  to  be  true." 

£lise  glanced  up  uneasily.  Then  Dolly 
Darell  had  met  him,  and  her  secret  was  hers 
no  longer. 

"  I  wooed  and  won  you  as  a  rich  man," 
continued  Planty  in  a  broken  voice.  ''  I  am 
a  rich  man  no  longer.  My  father  has  received 
the  intelligence  that  the  mine  in  which  he  had 
so  largely  speculated  has  turned  out  a  gigantic 
swindle,  and  the  end  of  it  all  is  that  I  am  a 
beggar." 
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He  watched  her  narrowly  as  he  told  her ; 
but  he  detected  no  change  in  her  face.  Her 
manner  had  been  cold  and  constrained  on 
entering  the  room.  It  was  cold  and  con- 
strained now.  Her  great  dark  eyes  were 
fixed  inquiringly  on  him,  but  she  did  not 
speak. 

"  Elise,  you  know  that  I  love  you  with  all 
my  heart  and  soul,"  he  continued,  ''but  I 
have  no  right  to  suppose  that  you  will  marry 
me  under  my  present  circumstances.  I  have 
come  to  release  you  from  your  engagement." 

A  sense  of  joyful  freedom  came  over  her, 
but  nevertheless  she  drew  herself  up  haughtily 
and  said  in  a  contemptuous  tone  : 

"  You  do  well  to  give  as  your  reason  in- 
sufficient means,  sir ;  yet  I  imagine  that,  even 
if  Mr.  Broom  has  lost  money,  there  is  still 
enough  for  us  to  marry  upon,  if  you  still  wish 
me  to  be  your  wife." 

He  thought  she  meant  that  she  loved  him 
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in  spite  of  ruin.  He  moved  towards  her,  and 
would  have  taken  her  to  his  heart ;  but  she 
motioned  him  off  with  angry  disdain. 

'*  Hear  me  out,  sir,  before  you  draw  any 
false  conclusions  from  my  words,"  she  said. 
^^  You  have  engaged  yourself  to  marry  me. 
You  have  given  out  the  announcement  to  all 
the  county,  and  now,  on  the  very  eve  of  our 
wedding-day,  you  calmly  inform  me  that  you 
have  not  the  means  to  marry  on.  What  have 
you  heard,  Mr.  Plantagenet  Broom,  that  has 
made  you  change  your  mind  ?  I  am  a  defence- 
less woman,  sir;  I  have  neither  father  nor 
brother  to  take  my  part.  I  am  poor,  and  you 
know  it.  You  knew  it  when  you  asked  me 
to  be  your  wife.  I  insist  on  knowing  what. 
grounds  you  have  for  your  conduct,  besides 
what  is  common  to  all  men,  a  heartless  fickle- 
ness." 

**  Elise,  you  wrong  me — before  Heaven  you 
do.     If  you  will  marry  me  to-morrow,  ruined 
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as  I  am,  you  will  make  me  the  happiest  of 
men.  But  everything  is  gone.  Buncombe 
must  be  sold.  My  parents  will  have  to  exist 
upon  my  mother's  settlement,  and  I  must  go 
out  and  fight  my  way  in  the  world  as  my 
father  did  before  me.  It  seemed  to  me  but 
just  to  come  to  you  the  very  instant  that  the 
crash  of  our  fortunes  was  made  knowTi  to  me. 
I  love  you  now  as  I  loved  you  before ;  it 
remains  with  you  to  break  off  our  engagement 
if  you  do  not  love  me  well  enough  to  share 
my  poverty.  In  offering  to  set  you  free,  I 
have  only  done  what  seemed  to  me  the  duty 
of  an  honourable  man." 

''  A  duty  somewhat  late  in  the  performance 
as  it  seems  to  me,"  answered  Elise,  ignoring 
the  young  man's  evident  straightforward- 
ness in  the  matter.  *'  Of  course  in  reahty 
you  give  me  the  choice  of  two  things — to 
break  off  the  engagement  myself,  and  thus 
put  myself  in  the  wrong  in  everybody's  eyes 
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throughout  the  county,  or  to  allow  you  to 
break  it  off  and  to  be  on  that  account  con- 
sidered a  jilted  woman.  It  is  always  oui*  sex 
that  is  made  to  suffer." 

"You  are  unjust,  Elise,"  said  Planty, 
flushing  angrily  under  her  scornful  tones. 
"  Until  an  hour  ago  I  had  no  suspicion  even 
of  my  fathers  failure;  nor  until  yesterday 
had  he  himself  I  do  not  wish  to  break  off" 
the  match,  but  I  believed  it  the  only  right 
course  to  pursue  to  tell  you  plainly  that  in 
marrying  me  you  marry  a  man  without  a 
penny." 

"  You  have  not  yet  answered  a  question  I 
put  to  you  some  minutes  ago.  Has  any  one 
been  poisoning  your  mind  against  me  ?" 

"  On  my  oath,  no  !" 

She  longed  to  ask  him  if  he  had  seen  Dolly 
Darell ;  but  that  would  have  at  once  exposed 
the  weak  place  in  her  armour.  She  must  be 
content  to  temporise. 
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'^  I  must  tell  my  sister  of  this,"  she  said 
coldly,  "  and  I  must  ask  advice  of  our 
mutual  friend  Mr.  Conrad  Norton.  Does 
he  know  of  the  change  in  your  circum- 
stances '?" 

'•'No  ;  he  walked  along  the  line  into  Shale- 
mouth  this  afternoon  with  Norman,  and  when 
I  came  away  from  Buncombe  he  had  not 
returned." 

''He  must  come  here  directly  he  comes 
back,"  said  Elise  decisively.  "  I  can  give 
you  no  answer  until  I  have  seen  him." 

''By  the  time  I  return  to  Buncombe  it 
will  be  late,"  suggested  Planty,  "  and  he  will 
probably  have  gone  to  dress  for  dinner.  I 
do  not  see  that  in  such  an  emergency  as  this 
you  need  stand  upon  your  dignity.  Why 
not  let  me  get  you  a  fly  from  the  Trevor 
Arms  and  take  you  up  to  Buncombe  at  once* 
with  Mrs.  Astor  ?  Then  you  could  discuss 
money  matters  with  my  father  himself,  and 
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we  might  all  see  in  council  whether  provision 
of  any  kind  could  be  made  for  us." 

£lise  hesitated.  If  the  man  really  had  no 
money,  she  knew  that  nothing  on  earth  would 
induce  her  to  marry  him ;  but  he  must  be  so 
put  in  the  wrong  that  she  could  get  pecuniary 
compensation  from  him  for  backing  out  of  his 
enofasfement.  She  did  not  believe  that  Mr. 
Broom's  ruin  was  as  complete  as  his  son 
made  out.  Surely,  if  she  were  discreet,  she 
would  come  in  for  some  of  the  pickings.  But 
before  all  things  she  must  see  Conrad  Norton. 
His  was  the  master-mind ;  at  his  suggestion 
and  under  his  guidance  she  had  trapped  her 
game.  He  would  doubtless  find  a  way  out 
of  the  dilemma  which  should  put  money  in 
her  pocket  and  his  own. 

"I  will  go  to  Buncombe,"  she  said  presently, 
*'and  I  will  tell  my  sister  what  has  passed 
while  you  go  for  a  fly.  We  will  be  ready  by 
the  time  you  return." 


CHAPTER  XX. 

THE    HORNETS    ARE    ROOTED    OUT. 

RS.  ASTOR'S  nerves  were  at  no 
time  of  the  strongest.  A  narrow 
escape  from  death  by  drowning 
had  shaken  her  system  throughout;  Dolly 
Darell's  appearance  in  Olton  Priors  had 
contributed  greatly  to  her  discomfiture,  and 
the  news  of  the  Brooms'  financial  collapse 
drove  her  into  hysterics. 

A  weak,  scheming,  cunning  woman,  she 
had  not  the  physical  energy  of  her  sister  to 
support  her  in  seasons  of  failure.    Accustomed 
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as  she  was  to  live  upon  her  neighbours,  to 
leave  place  after  place  without  paying  her 
tradesmen  or  even  her  hotel-keepers  and 
landlords,  nevertheless  she  shrank  from  the 
prospect  of  a  hasty  retreat  from  The  "Willows" 
and  a  precipitate  flight  from  Olton  Priors. 
Miss  Priscilla's  rent  was  to  have  been  paid 
by  Planty  Broom — so  Mrs.  Astor  had  pre- 
determined. The  butcher  and  the  baker,  the 
milliner  and  the  dressmaker,  were  all  waiting 
to  be  paid  until  Miss  Desmoulines  should 
have  married  the  heir  to  the  Buncombe 
estates !  If  this  match  fell  through,  even  if 
the  Brooms'  failure  became  known  in  Olton 
Priors  before  Mrs.  Astor  could  make  good 
her  escape,  what  a  pretty  kettle  of  fish  there 
would  be  I 

By  the  aid  of  much  brandy  and  water 
(Mrs.  Astor  called  it  aether  when  she  had 
any  misgivings  as  to  being  found  out),  the 
soi-disant    widow    recovered    her   composure 
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in  time  to  escort  Elise  to  Buncombe  in 
the  fly  Planty  had  hired  from  the  Trevor 
Arms. 

The  drive  was  not  a  pleasant  one.  In 
addition  to  the  many  and  great  causes  for 
anxiety  felt  by  each  of  the  trio,  Planty 
Broom,  while  waiting  at  the  Trevor  Arms 
for  the  fly,  had  been  taken  aside  by  George 
Warre,  who  had  communicated  to  him  his 
suspicions  concerning  Mr.  Conrad  Norton. 

Vain  and  self-satisfied  as  young  Broom 
was,  he  was  possessed  of  much  shrewdness. 
He  was  by  nature,  too,  both  suspicious  and 
deceitful,  and,  judging  others  by  himself,  he 
was  not  long  in  convincing  himself  that  Mr. 
Conrad  Norton  was  not  what  he  appeared. 
He  fully  shared  Warre's  conviction  that  Con- 
rad Norton  was  the  assailant  of  young  Gus 
Darell,  and  that  he  had  mistaken  the  lad  for 
his  elder  brother ;  but  the  motive  for  so 
murderous  an  assault  it  was  impossible   to 
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conceive  or  guess  at.  Planty  determined  to 
see  Mr.  Darell  himself  before  taking  any  steps 
in  the  matter ;  but  that  this  Norton  should 
be  the  intimate  friend  of  Miss  Desmoulines, 
did  not  seem  to  be  much  in  that  young  lady's 
favour. 

It  was  six  o'clock  when  the  fly  and  its 
occupants  drove  up  to  the  door  of  Buncombe. 
Genista  had  taken  Mr.  Storr  into  the  con- 
servatories to  show  him  her  flowers.  Conrad 
Norton  had  not  returned  from  Shalemouth. 
Mrs.  Broom,  grave  and  impassive,  received 
the  ladies  in  the  hall,  and  led  the  way  to  the 
drawing-room,  where  they  were  at  once  joined 
by  Plantagenet  and  his  father. 

Mrs.  Broom  felt  that  much  depended  on 
her  calmness  and  decision  of  character,  Mr. 
Broom  was  knocked  over  by  his  misfortunes  ; 
Planty  was  in  love.  It  was  not  likely  that 
either  of  them  should  be  reasonable  under 
such  circumstances.     Mrs.  Broom  buckled  on 
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her  armour,  and  prepared  to  give  battle  if 
war  were  declared. 

*^  My  son  has  already  told  you,  I  presume," 
said  she,  turning  to  Miss  Desmoulines,  "  of 
the  financial  ruin  which  has  overtaken  us. 
We  do  not  wish  to  dwell  upon  our  own  mis- 
fortunes ;  but  we  felt  that  it  was  due  to  you 
to  prevent  your  allying  yourself  with  a  family 
who  have  now  no  worldly  advantages  to  oiFer^ 
and  therefore  my  son  rode  down  at  once  to 
you,  even  before  we  had  had  time  to  discuss 
our  position  in  detail." 

"  It  is  terrible,  most  terrible  !"  said  Mrs. 
Astor.  ^'  Indeed,  Mrs.  Broom,  we  feel  for 
you  most  sincerely  ;  and  coming  as  the  crash 
does,  on  the  very  eve  of  this  projected  mar- 
riage, one  knows  not  what  to  say  for  the  best. 
I  wish  Mr.  Norton  would  return.  A  man's 
judgment  is  usually  more  clear  on  business 
matters ;  and  we  have  left  much  to  him  of 
late,  since  my  poor  dear  husband's  death." 
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"  Mr.  Norton  will  probably  be  back  in  a 
few  minutes,"  said  Mrs.  Broom,  rather  grimly, 
for  she  did  not  see  what  business  that  gentle- 
man had  to  interfere  in  the  matter;  "but  I 
do  not  know  that  his  opinion  could  weigh 
with  either  Miss  Desmoulines  or  Plantagenet. 
The  whole  matter  lies  in  a  nutshell.  My  son 
releases  Miss  Desmoulines  from  her  engage- 
ment, because  she  accepted  him  as  a  wealthy 
man,  and  he  has  now  no  means  to  marry 
upon." 

"  Our  opinion  of  what  constitutes  sufficient 
means  to  marry  on  may  not  coincide  with 
yours,  Mrs.  Broom,"  said  Mrs.  Astor,  inter- 
rupting her  hostess. 

"  I  believe  we  shall  all  agree  that  destitu- 
tion, absolute  destitution,  constitutes  insuf- 
ficient means,  Mrs.  Astor." 

*'  You  have  your  settlements,  Mrs.  Broom  ; 
and  there  must  be  something  that  will  be 
saved  out  of  the  wreck  of  so  vast  a  fortune 
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as  Mr.  Broom  has  hitherto  enjoyed.  Can 
nothing  be  done  for  the  young  people  out  of 
these  moneys '?" 

'^  I  could  not  accept  help  from  my  parents 
in  their  present  difficulties,"  said  Planty  de- 
cisively. 

"  Nor  could  I  allow  my  wife  to  make  any 
allowance  out  of  the  twenty  thousand  pounds 
that  is  settled  upon  her,"  added  Mr.  Broom. 

''  Then  there  are  twenty  thousand  pounds," 
said  Mrs.  Astor  sharply.  "  It  seems  to  me, 
Mrs.  Broom,  that  out  of  so  large  a  settlement 
you  are  bound  to  do  something,  either  towards 
promoting  the  marriage,  or  towards  indem- 
nifying my  sister  for  ail  she  will  suffer  Joy  the 
breaking  off  of  her  engagement." 

"  Of  course,  while  I  have  bread,"  answered 
Mrs.  Broom,  "  I  shah  share  it  \\'ith  my 
children,  and,  if  need  be,  with  their  children 
also.  As  to  indemnifying  Miss  Desmoulines 
for  her  disappointment,  I  can  hardly  suppose 

VOL.  III.  .^^l 
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she  would  endorse  your  suggestion.     Am   I 
right  in  my  impression,  Miss  Desmoulines  ?" 

Ehse  felt  the  time  was  past  for  vacillation. 
She  did  not  mean  to  marry  Plantagenet 
Broom  now  that  he  had  no  money  ;  but  she 
did  mean  to  make  him  break  off  the  match 
and  pay  a  sum  down  for  so  doing. 

"  Perhaps  my  sister  has  expressed  herself 
rather  crudely,"  said  she,  "  in  her  anxiety  on 
my  behalf,  but  in  the  main  I  agree  with  her. 
It  cannot  have  escaped  you,  Mrs.  Broom, 
that  we  should  never  have  dreamed  of  stay- 
ing in  an  expensive  house  so  far  from  our 
own  home,  had  it  not  been  for  my  engage- 
ment to  your  son.  I  have  no  money,  as  you 
are  already  aware,  and  my  sister  since  her 
widowhood  has  been  in  very  straitened 
circumstances.  She  was  persuaded  to  remain 
in  Olton  Priors  entirely  at  my  entreaty,  after 
your  son  had  won  my  affections.  Of  my  own 
suffering    I    will   say   nothing.       Of    course 


€very  one  in  the  county  will  think  me  a 
heartless  creature,  and  my  reputation  wall  not 
be  glorified  by  their  freely  expressed  com- 
ments ;  but  I  am  certainly  of  opinion  that  as 
neither  Planty  nor  I  have  a  farthing  to  live 
upon,  any  idea  of  marriage  would  be  worse 
than  madness.  It  will  break  my  heart  to 
give  him  up,  but  I  cannot  surrender  my 
reason  to  my  affections." 

"  Your  words  do  you  credit,  Elise,"  said 
Mrs.  Astor  softly.  ^^  Standing  as  I  do,  in 
the  place  of  a  parent  to  3^ou,  I  cannot 
allow  sentimental  considerations  to  stand  in 
the  way  of  your  welfare.  Had  these  dis- 
closures been  made  but  a  few  days  later," 
added  she,  turning  to  Mr.  Broom,  ''  you 
would  have  felt  bound  to  make  some  pro- 
vision for  your  son's  wife.  As  it  is,  an  en- 
gagement to  a  young  man  which  has  to  be 
suddenly  broken  off  from  so  general  a  reason 
as  insufficiency  of  means  seriously  compro- 

51—2 
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mises  a  girl's  position,   and  her  chances  of 
eventually  making  a  suitable  marriage.      I 
feel  bound  to  say,  on  my  sister's  behalf,  that 
I  think  she  is  entitled  to  some  consideration."^ 

"Pecuniary  consideration  I  understand 
you  to  mean,  Mrs.  Astor  T  said  Mr.  Broom. 

"  Let  us  call  a  spade  a  spade,"  added  his 
wife.  "  Do  you  mean  to  say  that  you  think 
we  should  support  Miss  Desmoulines  because 
she  has  been  engaged  to  Plantagenet  ?" 

''If  I  must  speak  plainly,"  said  Mrs. 
Astor,  getting  more  and  more  nervous  and 
uneasy,  "  that  is  what  I  do  think.  For 
months  past  she  has  been  allowed  to  enter- 
tain hopes  that  can  never  be  realised.  Money 
has  been  spent  freely  upon  her  trousseau,  and 
we  have  stayed  on  in  Sandshire  at  an  expense 
I  could  ill  afford,  merely  because  she  and  your 
son  had  set  their  hearts  upon  one  another. 
If  the  marriage  is  off,  I  say  that  you  must 
provide  for  Elise  I" 
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Mr.  Broom's  countenance  fell  even  lower 
than  before.  His  wife  seemed  to  be  on  the 
point  of  bursting  into  a  fit  of  violent  indig- 
nation. Planty,  sick  at  heart,  passionately 
desiring  this  girl  for  his  wife,  yet  unable  to 
•disguise  from  himself  that  she  wanted  his 
money,  not  him,  struck  in  in  time  to  aveii;  the 
toiTent  of  his  mother's  words. 

''  We  have  had  enough  of  this,"  said  he  in 
a  cold  clear  tone.  ''  Elise,  it  is  for  us  alone 
to  decide  on  our  future.  I  release  you  from 
your  former  engagement  to  a  wealthy  man. 
I  offer  you  my  whole  heart  again  as  a  poor 
one.  Take  it  if  you  will,  and  I  shall  have 
gained  what  is  more  to  me  than  all,  the 
woman  I  love  ;  but  if  you  cannot  bring  your- 
self to  many  a  penniless  man,  say  so  frankly 
to  me  now,  and  I  will  press  you  no  more." 

^'  I  will  answer  for  her,"  said  Mrs.  Astor 
quickly.  "  You  cannot  marry  You  have 
not  even  bread  or  shelter  to  offer  her,  but 
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your  parents  can,   and  they  must,  whether 
she  be  your  wife  or  no." 

"  I  await  your  answer,  EHse,"  said  Planty, 
ignoring  Mrs.  Astor,  and  planting  himself 
in  front  of  Miss  Desmoulines.  "  Will  you, 
or  will  you  not,  share  the  lot  of  a  poor 
man  ?" 

"  I  cannot,"  she  replied,  steadily  looking 
him  in  the  face.  ''  I  cannot,  and  I  will  not. 
I  do  not  believe  that  you  have  been  ignorant 
of  the  real  state  of  your  affairs  during  the  last 
few  months.  You  wanted  me  for  your  wife 
and  you  thought  the  glitter  of  your  wealth 
would  induce  me  to  marry  you.  Had  you 
avowed  your  poverty  sooner,  you  know  well 
you  would  not  have  been  allowed  to  win  my 
affections.  You  have  done  so  under  false 
pretences,  but  you  shall  deceive  me  no 
further.  I  do  not  believe,  any  more  than 
my  sister,  that  you  are  as  penniless  as 
you  would  make  put.      You  have   made   a 
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fool  of  me,  Mr.  Broom  ;  you  have  induced 
me  to  promise  to  be  your  wife  when  you 
knew  well  enough  you  could  not  afford  to 
marry  me.  You  have  made  me  the  laughing- 
stock of  the  county,  and  you  shall  pay  for  it. 
Do  you  suppose  that  I  am  ignorant  of  the 
proposals  of  marriage  you  have  made  to  other 
girls  in  this  neighbourhood  before  me,  or  of 
the  manner  in  which  they  were  induced  to 
forego  their  claims  1  You  flirted  with  others 
and  you  tired  of  them  ;  you  have  chosen  to 
win  my  heart  for  your  pastime,  and  wear  it 
publicly  upon  your  sleeve,  but  you  shall 
learn  that  the  house  of  Desmoulines  does 
not  put  up  with  insults  of  such  a  kind.  I 
will*not  low^er  my  dignity  by  any  further  dis- 
cussion. Sir,  you  will  hear  from  my  lawyer 
as  soon  as  I  return  to  town.  Come,  Anne, 
this  house  is  no  place  for  you  or  me." 

"  As  a  dausfhter  of  the  house  of  Desmou- 
lines   indeed   it   is  not,"    said  a   deep   voice 
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behind  her,  '^  nor  for  the  lady  who,  under  an 
assumed  name  herself,  has  jmssed  you  off 
under  another." 

With  a  quick  movement  Elise  turned  and 
confronted — Mr.  Storr.  He  had  entered  by 
the  conservatory  door  in  the  heat  of  the  dis- 
cussion, and  had  at  once  recognised  his 
divorced  wife  and  her  sister,  the  Breach  of 
Promise,  Lizzie  Mullins.  By  his  side  was 
Genista  Broom,  and  behind  him  Mr.  Trevor 
and  Dolly  Darell,  who  had  just  joined  Genista 
in  the  garden  on  their  way  to  the  house  to 
excuse  themselves  from  appearing  in  the 
evening,  as  Diana  was  in  so  precarious  a 
condition. 

Had  a  bomb  dropped  and  exploded  in  ^leir 
midst,  the  whole  party  could  not  have  been 
more  astounded.  With  a  cry  of  rage  and 
despair,  Mrs.  Astor  shrank  away  into  the 
shadow  of  the  room,  and  covered  her  face 
with  her  hands.     Elise  stood  as  though  she 
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were  turned  to  stone,  rigid,  motionless,  and 
deadly  pale.  The  remote  possibility  of  a 
meeting  with  Dolly  Darell  had  of  course 
occurred  to  her,  but  that  Mr.  Storr  should 
appear  upon  the  scene  was  almost  past  belief. 

And  Mr.  Storr  seemed  in  his  most  ob- 
noxious mood. 

''When  I  tell  you  all  who  I  am,  you  will, 
I  know,  pardon  me  for  having  listened  to 
your  conversation,  and  for  having  recom- 
mended the  same  course  to  Miss  Broom  and 
these  gentlemen  who  are  with  her.  The  lady 
who  for  some  months  past  has  palmed  herself 
off  on  you  all  as  a  widow,  is  none  other  than 
Anne  Mullins,  my  divorced  wife !  Her 
sister  Eliza  here,"  continued  Mr.  Storr,  as 
he  bowed  ironically  to  Elise,  is  usually  known 
as  Miss  Lizzie  Mullins,  who  has  gained  for 
herself  in  London  circles  the  nickname  of 
*  Breach  of  Promise,'  from  the  many  thousand 
pounds  she  has  succeeded  in  securing  through 


234  COUNTY   VERSUS    COUNTER. 

unfulfilled  engagements.  You  should  take 
to  the  stage,  Miss  Mullins.  It  is  evidently 
your  line  of  business.  Your  delivery  in  your 
last  speech  was  admirable  and  effective.  My 
dear  old  friend,"  added  he,  turning  to  Mr. 
Broom,  "  I  am  glad  indeed  that  chance 
brought  me  to  visit  you  at  such  a  moment. 
You  are  saved  from  the  disgrace  of  an 
alliance  with  such  a  family  of  abandoned 
adventuresses,  such  a  nest  of  hornets.  If 
this  Conrad  Norton  of  whom  I  have  heard 
is  the  companion  who  brought  them  to  Sand- 
shire,  I  can  only  say  the  sooner  you  kick  him 
and  them  out  of  the  house  the  better." 

"  Conrad  Norton  is  beyond  the  reach  of 
human  judgment,"  said  a  v6ice  solemnly  ;  ''  I 
do  not  know  who  you  are,  sir,  but  I  could 
have  more  than  endorsed  your  words,  had  he 
been  still  among  us." 

Every  one  started  forward  as  Captain 
Norman    (for    the    voice    was    his)    uttered 


these  words.  His  face  was  deadly  pale  ;  his 
clothes  were  torn  and  bloody,  and  there  was 
the  look  on  his  face  of  a  man  who  has  seen 
some  ghastly  tragedy  which  has  well-nigh 
disturbed  his  reason. 

There  was  a  tramping  of  feet  on  the  gravel 
walk,  and  then  a  Ihud,  as  though  some  heav}^ 
body  had  been  deposited  by  bearers  on  the 
grass  outside. 

"  Speak  out,  Norman,"  said  Mr.  Broom  ; 
*'  this  suspense  is  too  horrible." 

Norman  stepped  back  and  closed  the  door, 
for  somethino^  was  beino^  carried  throuo^h  the 
hall,  and  there  was  the  tramp  of  many  feet 
upon  the  stairs. 

''  Conrad  Norton  is  dead,"  he  said  in  a  low 
voice.  ''  They  are  taking  his  body  to  the 
room  he  occupied  here." 

^'  Dead  !"  exclaimed  all  in  accents  of 
horror. 

'^  Explain  quickly/'  said  Mrs.  Broom,  who 
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had  crossed  swiftly  to  where  Genista,  white 
and  trembhng,  was  clinging  to  old  Mr.  Storr. 
*'  How  did  he  die  ?" 

"In  attempting  to  take  the  life  of  another/' 
said  Norman  solemnly,  ''  and  that  other,  my- 
self." 

A  thrill  of  horror  ran  through  the  assembled 
group.  Genista  was  carried  senseless  from 
the  room. 

*'  What  the  motive  was,  God  only  knows/* 
said  Norman.  ^'  It  is  by  a  miracle  that  I 
live  to  tell  my  own  tale.  Miss  Desmoulines, 
had  you  not  better  look  to  your  sister  ?  She 
has  fainted  away." 

Elise  turned  slowly  in  the  direction  to 
which  Norman  was  pointing. 

''  Let  her  be,"  she  said,  "  it  is  best  so,  till 
your  tale  is  told.     Say  on." 

''  I  had  received  a  letter  this  morning  from 
my  sister-in-law,"  said  Norman,  ''  imploring 
me  to  come  to  her  at  once,  for  she  believes 
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my  poor  brother  to  be  almost  at  the  point  of 
death.  I  had  intended  to  start  for  St.  Moritz 
to-morrow,  but  I  had  business  of  importance 
to  transact  in  Shalemouth,  and  I  called  here 
this  morning,  as  you  all  know,  on  my  way 
there.  I  preferred  to  w^alk  along  the  line, 
and  thus  avoid  the  hills,  for  I  was  stiff  from 
being  in  the  river  yesterday.  Norton  volun- 
teered to  accompany  me.  I  was  glad  of  a 
companion.  I  noticed  no  alteration  in  his 
manner  towards  me.  As  we  walked,  I  told 
him  of  my  brother's  critical  condition,  and  of 
my  intended  journey  to-morrow.  He  sym- 
pathised with  me  about  Margate,  congratu- 
lated me  on  mv  enofao-ement  to  Miss  Koss^ 
and  made  himself  generally  agreeable  as  he 
always  used  to  be.  When  we  reached  the 
tunnel,  I  suggested  leaving  the  line  and 
going  round  by  the  road,  as  the  footway  by 
the  side  of  the  metals  is  narrow,  and  though 
there  is  room  to  stand,  even  when  a  train  is 
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passing  through,  yet  it  is  disagreeable  and 
nervous  work.  He  laughed  at  me  for  the 
suggestion,  said  he  was  not  going  to  walk  an 
extra  mile  for  such  a  fancy,  and  that  as  there 
was  no  train  due  either  way,  there  could  be 
neither  danger  nor  unpleasantness. 

'^  The  tunnel  is  curved,  and  half  way 
through  so  dark  that  one  has  to  feel  one's 
way  along  the  wall  to  avoid  tripping  against 
the  rails. 

'^  We  were  in  the  darkest  part  when  I  heard 
the  rumble  of  an  approaching  train. 

" '  Stand  back  against  the  wall,'  said  I, 
*  there  is  plenty  of  room  for  the  train  to  pass. 
T  have  often  been  in  the  same  situation  be- 
fore.' 

'^  I  saw  the  train  approach.  By  the  noise 
I  knew  it  must  be  a  luwas^e-train.  Just  as 
it  was  upon  us  I  felt  a  man's  hand  grip  me 
by  the  back  of  the  neck.  I  had  nothing  to 
cling  to  ;  I  could  make  no  resistance.     I  was 
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hurled  forward  on  to  the  metals,  and  fell 
prone  on  my  face  betv/een  the  rails.  The 
trough  between  the  sleepers  was  deep,  and 
the  train  passed  over  me  where  I  lay.  Every 
moment  seemed  an  hour.  Each  creak  of  the 
heavily-laden  vans  sent  a  thrill  of  horror 
through  me.  The  last  van  lumbered  away, 
and  I  put  out  my  hand  to  scramble  out  of 
the  pit  to  which  I  owed  my  salvation. 
I  touched  something  wet  but  warm.  It 
was  the  body  of  my  companion,  of  Conrad 
Norton,  my  would-be  murderer.  The  horror 
of  that  moment  was  almost  worse  than  those 
which  had  preceded  it.  I  had  matches  in 
my  pocket.  I  struck  a  light,  and  sav>^  in  a 
moment  he  was  dead.  He  must  have  been 
struck  by  some  part  of  the  engine  at  the  very 
moment  he  attempted  to  hurl  me  beneath  it : 
he  must  have  come  by  his  death  at  the  instant 
he  would  have  dealt  out  death  to  another !" 
For  a  moment  there  was  deep  silence  in 
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the  room  as  Norman  paused  in  his  narra- 
tion. 

''  What  possible  motive  could  he  have  had?"^ 
said  Mr.  Broom  at  length,  ''  for  the  perpetra- 
tion of  so  horrible  a  crime  V 

''  What  indeed  !"  said  Norman.  '^  It  seems 
to  me  he  must  have  been  seized  by  some 
sudden  madness.  Nothing  but  insanity  can 
explain  his  sudden  fury,  or  his  attempt  to 
destroy  a  man  who  had  never  harmed  him." 

*^  You  forget,  Norman/'  said  Planty  Broom, 
^' that  Norton  was  jealous  of  you.  He  had 
paid  devoted  attention  to  Miss  Boss  for  some 
time  past,  and  would  certainly  have  proposed 
to  her  had  you  not  been  beforehand  with 
him,  while  he  was  in  London ;  and  this  visit 
of  his  to  London,  what  was  it  for  ?  I  have 
*  heard  but  to-day  from  George  Warre,  whom 
I  saw  at  the  Trevor  Arms,  a  strange  story, 
Avliich  you,  Mr.  Darell,  may  be  able  to  help 
u>s  in  clearing  up.     It  seems  that  your  bro- 
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ther — if  I  understand  Warre  rightly — was 
murderously  attacked  in  Jermyn  Street  by  a 
man  in  an  Italian  cloak.  You  told  the  story 
in  the  train  to  Warre,  who  occupied  a  seat  in 
the  same  carriage  with  you  and  Mr.  Storr. 
Warre  refrained  from  saying  to  you  at  once 
that  he  knew  Norton  had  arrived  at  an  hotel 
in  Piccadilly  habited  in  such  a  cloak,  about  a 
quarter  of  an  hour  after  the  assault  was  com- 
mitted ;  but  he  has  told  me  since  that  he 
is  morally  certain  that  Norton  was  the  man 
who  attacked  your  brother.  Was  Norton 
suffering  from  homicidal  mania,  or  can  any 
connection  be  traced  between  these  deeds '?" 

^'  If  Conrad  Norton,  who  now  lies  dead  in 
this  house,  is  the  same  man  I  used  to 
know  under  another  name,"  said  Dolly,  ^'  I 
think  I  can  give  a  clue  to  both  these  mys- 
terious crimes.  Conrad  Norton  was  not  his 
name.  He  was  no  other  than  Constantino 
Norman,  your  cousin,  Captain  Norman,  and. 
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after  you,  heir  to  your  brother's  title  aiid 
estates.  Doubtless  the  knowledge  that  wealth 
and  position  were  almost  within  his  grasp  by 
the  imminent  danger  of  Lord  Margate,  made 
him  seek  to  remove  the  only  obstacle  to  his 
succession — yourself.  His  hatred  may  have 
been  agfi2:ravated  bv  his  love  for  Miss  Ross, 
but  it  seems  to  me  that  the  possibility  of 
standing  in  your  place  at  Coddesley  may  be 
held  sufficient  cause  for  a  crime  otherwise  so 
mysterious." 

''Is  it  possible  !"  exclaimed  Norman. 
"■  And  yet  when  I  come  to  think  of  it  by 
the  light  of  this  revelation,  it  seems  not  only 
possible  but  j^robable.  I  had  never  seen  my 
cousin,  nor  had  my  brother.  He  has,  I 
know,  often  assumed  my  name,  and  many 
another  alias.  I  have  heard  that  he  was  like 
me,  and  I  know  he  was  the  same  age.  Yes, 
indeed  it  seems  as  though  this  Avere  the  true 
solution   of  this    mysterious   crime ;    but  to 
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make  assurance  doubly  sure,  come  with  me 
and  see  for  yourselves  whether  Conrad  Nor- 
ton and  Constantino  Norman  are  one  and  the 
same  man." 

They  passed  out  into  the  hall.  Mrs.  Broom 
had  already  gone  to  Genista.  Mr.  Broom 
and  Plantagenet  led  the  way  to  the  apart- 
ment Norton  had  occupied  when  living,  and 
in  which  his  dead  body  was  now  laid.  In  the 
•excitement  and  horror  caused  by  Captain 
Norman's  recital  of  the  tragedy,  no  one  had 
heeded  the  two  unhappy  women  in  the  back- 
ground— Lizzie  Mullins  and  the  divorced  wife 
of  Mr.  Storr.  The  men  passed  out  one  by 
•one  with  that  strained  composure  people 
lassume  when  called  upon  to  view  an  unwel- 
come sight,  or  testify  to  a  fearful  fact,  and 
the  two  women  were  left  in  the  darkening 
twilight  alone. 

^Vlrs.  Astor,  as  we  may  still  continue  to 
call   her,    had  recovered   partially    from    the 
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swoon  into  wlilcli  slie  had  fallen,  and  had 
heard  enough  of  the  conversation  to  make  her 
understand  that  Conrad  Norton  was  indeed 
dead.  No  sooner  had  the  door  closed  upon 
the  men  than  filise,  seizing  her  sister  firmly 
by  the  wrist,  dragged  her  up  from  the  chair 
in  which  she  was  lying,  and  said  in  tones  of 
hard  despair,  but  yet  of  command  : 

'^Anne,  our  game  is  played  out.  Rouse 
yourself  Let  us  fly  while  there  is  yet  time. . 
This  is  no  place  for  fainting-fits  and  hysterics. 
Get  up,  I  say ;  we  can  leave  by  the  con- 
servatory, and  go  back  in  the  fly,  which  is 
still  Avaiting  at  the  door.  '  There  can  be 
neither  marriage  nor  compensation  now"^ 
(and  filise  laughed  shrilly  at  the  phrase)^ 
'*  In  all  this  turmoil  people  will  not  care  to 
come  to  look  for  us.  Let  us  get  home,  col- 
lect all  we  can  of  our  movables,  and  leave 
Olton  Priors  before  to-morrow's  scandals  over- 
whelm us,  and  bring  down  a  host  of  duns 
from  the  whole  town." 
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Thouo'h  the  shock  of  meetino-  the  man  who 
had  once  been  her  husband  had  well-nigh 
paralysed  Mrs.  Astor  s  energies  and  will,  yet 
she  sufficiently  understood  what  was  required 
of  her  to  drao-  herself  throuo-h  .the  conserva- 
tory  to  the  fly. 

''  We  are  in  a  hurry/'  said  EUse  sharply  to 
the  driver.  "'  Drive  to  'The  Willows'  as  fast 
-as  you  can." 

Thus  Elise  Desmoulines  took  her  leave  for 
ever  of  Buncombe  and  her  dreams  of  am- 
bition. 

Meanwhile  the  Brooms — father  and  son — 
accompanied  by  Xorman,  Darell,  Mr.  Trevor, 
and  old  Mr.  Storr,  entered  the  chamber  where 
Norton's  body  lay.  A  sheet  was  laid  over 
the  figure,  but  the  face  was  exposed  to  view. 
There  was  nothing  horrible  or  repulsive  to  be 
seen.  He  had  been  beautiful  to  look  upon  in 
life  ;  he  was  even  more  beautiful  in  the  silence 
and  stillness  of  death,   so  beautiful,   that    it 
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seemed  impossible  to  the  bystanders  that  any 
evil  could  have  dwelt  within  that  clay. 

*^Yes,  it  is  Constantine  Norman,"  said 
Darell,  in  answer  to  the  inquiring  looks  (n 
the  others.  '/  As  such  I  knew  him  many 
years  ago.  My  brother  met  him  again  as 
Conrad  Norton  but  last  year,  and  lost  money 
to  him,  as  I  had  in  days  gone  by.  This  last 
sad  business  is  explained,  but  why  he  should 
have  attacked  my  brother  I  am  still  at  a  loss 
to  understand." 

''  I  am  not,"  said  Mr.  Storr,  suddenly  look- 
ing up.  ''  I  believe  I  can  see  through  it  all 
now.  Your  presence  here  was  considered 
fiital  to  the  schemes  of  Miss  Mullins  and  her 
wretched  sister,  once  my  vv^ife.  This  man 
Norton,  or  Norman,  was  their  accomplice- 
throughout,  and  doubtless,  when  Mr.  Darell's 
expected  arrival  on  the  scene  threatened  ta 
expose  the  real  nature  of  those  two  women ^ 
they  sent  Norton  up  to  town  to  prevent  Mr. 
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Darell's  advent  in  any  way  he  could.  He 
made  a  mistake  between  the  brothers,  and 
attacked  the  wrong  one.  You  can  bear  me 
out,  I  know,  Mr.  Darell,  in  my  opinion  of 
Miss  Mullins,  and  in  cono^ratulatinof  Broom 
upon  his  escape  from  such  a  miserable  union.". 
^^  Indeed,  Mr.  Broom,"  said  Dolly,  turning 
to  Plantagenet,  ''  however  hard  to  bear  your 
disappointment  may  be  at  the  moment,  Ijelieve 
me  you  have  had  a  lucky  escape.  Miss  ]\Iul- 
lins  is  well  known  in  London  sets  as  '  The 
Breach  of  Promise.'  She  has  screwed  money 
out  of  many  families  by  engaging  herself  to 
young  men  whom  she  has  never  meant  to 
marry,  and  then  causing  such  stories  of  her 
career  to  be  unfolded  to  the  parents  as  have 
had  the  effect  of  inducing  them  to  buy  her  off 
by  the  surrender  of  a  large  slice  of  their  own 
fortune.  I  might  myself  have  been  a  victim 
but  for  the  timely  warning  of  your  friend  Mr. 
Stori'." 
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Poor  Planty  Broom  looked  sadly  crest- 
fallen. That  other  men  should  have  been 
fooled  by  this  girl  was  no  salve  to  his  own 
wounded  pride  and  self-love,  and  a  man's 
passion  is  not  quenched  because  the  object  of 
it  is  suddenly  discovered  to  be  unworthy. 

But  the  present  was  no  time  for  vain  regrets. 
The  party  re  turned  to  the  drawing-room  to  find 
it  empty.     Mr^.  Astor  and  filise  were  gone. 

Messengers  were  sent  in  every  direction  to 
prevent  the  expected  guests  from  arriving  at 
Buncombe,  in  consequence  of  the  sudden 
death  of  Mr.  Conrad  Norton  from  an  acci- 
dent on  the  line. 

Mr.  Trevor  and  Dolly  Darell  took  their 
leave.  They  were  interrogated  by  many  on 
their  wav  home  throuofh  Olton  Priors  as  to 
the  tragedy,  the  news  of  which  had  already 
got  abroad. 

But  they  only  gave  out  that  an  accident 
had  occurred  on  the  railway,  and  that  by  it 
Mr.  Norton  had  lost  his  life. 


CHAPTEE  XXI. 


WHAT    BARKER    THOUGHT    OF    IT. 


^ 


LTON  PEIOES  found  no   lack  of 
material  for  gossip  on  the  following 
W     morning. 


The  news  of  the  traged}^  in  the  tunnel  was 
soon  known  far  and  wide.  All  the  neigh- 
bourhood had  known  Conrad  Norton  as  the 
guest  of  the  Brooms,  and  the  friend  of  Mrs. 
Astor  and  Miss  Desmoulines.  People  had 
been  prepared  to  hear  of  his  engagement  to 
Genista  Broom,  and  it  was  for  her  chiefly  that 
every  one  felt  sympathy  and  sorrow. 
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Tlkat  the  wedding  of  Planty  Broom  with 
EHse  Desmouhnes  would  be  postponed,  every 
one  thought  but  natural ;  indeed,  what  other 
course  w-as  open  ?  But  considerable  surprise 
was  exj)ressed  when  it  began  to  be  rumoured 
that  Mrs.  Astor  and  her  sister  had  departed 
from  "  The  Willows  "  at  break  of  day  on  the 
morning  after  the  catastrophe ;  and  that 
though  they  had  stated  to  their 'servants  that 
they  should  return  for  Mr.  Norton's  funeral, 
they  had  nevertheless  taken  wdth  them  all  their 
luggage  and  personalties  of  every  description. 

In  the  course  of  the  week  it  leaked  out  that 
Mr.  Broom  had  experienced  considerable 
l^ecuniary  reverses,  and  that  he  had  expressed 
his  intention  of  selling  Buncombe  and  leaving 
Sandshire  for  good. 

People  began  to  talk.  It  was  surmised 
that  Planty's  engagement  to  Elise  had  been 
broken  off,  and  when  Mrs.  Broom  was  asked 
the  question  i3t)int- blank,  slie  did  not  deny  it. 
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Indeed  Mrs.  Broom  Y\-ent  further.  She  stated 
in  round  terms  that  she  did  not  beheve  Oltoii 
Priors  would  ever  see  the  soi-clisant  widovr 
and  her  sister  again,  in  which  conjecture  Mrs, 
Broom  was  not  altoofether  wrono-. 

Mrs.  Astor  and  Elise  certainly  did  not 
c^me  back  to  the  funeral  of  Conrad  Norton, 
which  took  place  in  the  Low  Wick  Cemetery^ 
betAveen  Buncombe  and  Olton  Priors,  a  week 
after  the  accident  in  the  tunnel.  An  accident 
it  was  still  supposed  to  be,  for  the  few  who 
were  in  possession  of  the  real  horrors  attend- 
ing Conrad  Norton's  death,  kept  his  murderous 
attempt  on  his  cousin's  Hfe  a  profound  secret^ 
and  the  funeral  took  place  with  all  decorum. 

No  sooner  was  it  known,  however,  by  the 
absence  of  the  ladies  at  "  The  Willows  "  from 
the  funeral,  that  they  were  really  gone  for 
good,  than  the  excitement  in  Olton  Priors 
knew  no  bounds.  Their  house  was  besieged 
by  duns.     Not  a  tradesman  had  received  a 
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sixpence  for  anything  that  had  been  supplied 
to  them  from  the  very  day  they  had  arrived 
in  Olton  Priors.  The  news  of  their  flight 
soon  reached  Shalemouth  and  Inchester, 
where,  on  the  strength  of  EHse's  engagement 
to  Planty  Broom,  both  ladies  had  been  allowed 
credit  to  an  immense  extent  by  shopkeepers  of 
every  description.  Above  a  thousand  pounds' 
worth  of  jewels  had  been  collected  by  these 
enterprising  women  from  various  confiding 
jewellers  in  Olton  Priors,  in  Shalemouth,  and 
in  Inchester,  the  county  town.  These,  it  is 
a,lmost  needless  to  say,  had  not  been  paid  for. 
Five  hundred  pounds'  worth  more  had  been 
presented  to  the  adventuress  by  Planty 
Broom.  These  had  been  paid  for,  and  with 
this  payment  the  jewellers  had  to  rest  con- 
tent, for  the  Brooms  neither  would  nor  could 
pay  one  farthing  of  these  ladies'  liabilities. 
Miss  Priscilla  of  course  lost  her  rent, 
and   even  the   servants  at    "The  Willows'* 
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would  not  have  received  their  wages,  if  Miss- 
Priscilla  had  not  paid  them  out  of  her  own 
purse. 

Such  a  scandal  had  never  before  been 
known  in  the  quiet  country  town.  Some 
people  said  that  even  though  Mr.  Conrad 
Norton  was  dead,  still,  as  he  had  brought 
these  adventuresses  to  Sandshire,  hi's  relations 
ouofht  to  come  forward.  Where  was  the  Due 
de  Yaurien,  and  where  was  Chateau  Blague  ? 
Where,  indeed? 

Barker  was  especially  indignant  at  having 
been  imposed  upon  by  "  them  high-sounding 
titles,"  as  she  called  them. 

"And  yet  I  knows  a  gentleman  when  I 
sees  one,"  she  said  to  Miss  Priscilla,  as  she 
was  brushing  her  mistress's  grey  locks  one 
evening,  about  a  fortnight  after  the  funeral. 
'*  Don't  tell  me  !  Dukes  or  no  dukes, 
chateau  or  no  chateau,  that  Mr.  Norton  was 
a  gentleman  born  and  bred,  I'll  be  sworn." 
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"  Yes,  Barker,"  said  Miss  Priscilla,  ''  I 
happen  to  know  that  he  came  of  a  reall}"  good 
old  family  ;  but  I  am  afraid  he  was  a  very 
bad  young  man,  and  it  is  a  mercy  to  many 
that  he  is  no  longer  able  to  do  any  more 
mischief." 

''  He  was  ^/^a^  handsome,"  said  Barker,  who 
was  extremely  susceptible  to  manly  beauty, 
''  that  I  never  could  believe  no  evil  of  him  ! 
Lor'  I  Miss  Priscilla,  what  eyes  he  had,  and 
what  a  figure  !  Not  but  that  Captain  Norman 
has  as  good,  but  the  Captain  has  not  the  devil 
in  him  poor  Mr.  Norton  had,  and  women  do 
always  seem  to  admire  a  man  with  something 
of  the  ^  old  gentleman  '  about  him,  don't  they  ?" 

*'  Perhaps  so.  Barker ;  but  God  forbid 
Captain  Norman  should  have  the  charac- 
teristics of  the  young  man  who  is  dead." 

"  I  suppose  nothing  has  been  heard  of 
them  two  women  ?"  asked  Barker  presently^ 
giving  her  head  a  toss  of  disdain. 


"  Nothing,  so  far  as  I  know.  They  have 
ehided  all  pursuit." 

"  What  a  lucky  escape  for  young  Mr. 
Broom,  miss ;  I  do  hear  in  the  town  that 
they  have  carried  off  with  them  jewels  enough 
to  keep  them   in   luxury  for  some  time  to 


come." 


"  I  have  no  doubt  this  is  not  the  first  time 
by  a  good  many  that  they  have  played  the 
same  game,"  said  Miss  Priscilla.  ''Poor, 
unhappy  creatures  !  What  a  dreadful  hfe  to 
lead  !" 

''  Lor  !  miss  !  I  has  no  pity  for  'em,"  said 
Barker  scornfully.  "  They  are  a  bad  lot,  and 
will  come  by  their  deserts  some  day.  Have 
you  heard  when  Captain  Norman  is  expected 
home,  miss  ?" 

''  Eva  told  me  to-day  that  Lord  Margate 
could  not  live  out  the  week.  As  soon  as  he 
is  gone,  poor  man,  arrangements  will  be 
made  for  bringing  his  body  back  to  Coddes- 
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ley,  according  to  his  desire,  and  his  widow 
and  brother  will  accompany  it.  That  is  all 
I  know,  Barker.  Now  you  can  go,  for  I 
am  very  weary.  All  the  troubles  of  the 
last  fortnight  seem  to  have  got  upon  my 
nerves." 


CHAPTEE    XXII. 

VICTOR    VICTORIOUS. 

UNCOMBE  had  been  a  dreary  house- 
hold indeed  since  the  day  of  Conrad 
Norton's  violent  death.  The  shock 
to  Genista  nearly  killed  her.  That  the  man 
she  had  Avor shipped  against  all  her  best  in- 
stincts should  have  come  to  his  end  in  such  a 
manner  was  horrible  in  the  extreme,  but  that 
she  should  have  felt  such  worship  for  such  a 
man  was  even  worse.  That  she  had  so  far 
conquered  her  passion  as  to  have  decidedly 
and  absolutely  refused  him  was  hardly  a 
VOL.  III.  "53 
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consolation.  She  had  loved  him,  even  though 
she  had  not  acknowledged  it;  and  now  this  man 
had  turned  out  a  villain  of  the  deepest  dye, 
whose  terrible  end  had  come  in  the  very  act  of 
attempting  to  murder  his  own  cousin,  because 
that  cousin  stood  between  him  and  wealth  I 

Genista's  whole  being  recoiled  with  horror 
from  the  memory  of  her  own  passion  for  this 
man.  So  utterly  cast  down  was  she  that  for 
some  time  her  parents  concealed  from  her  the 
fact  of  their  social  ruin ;  but  the  time  came 
when  it  could  no  longer  be  kept  secret,  and, 
contrary  to  their  expectation,  from  that 
moment  Genista  began  to  revive.  In  pros- 
perity Genista  had  been  ignored.  At  the 
first  advance  of  adversity  Genista  came  to  the 
front.  She  had  an  evenly  balanced  mind. 
She  had  courage.  She  had  sweet  temper. 
She  had,  moreover,  her  own  ten  thousand 
pounds,  and  she  determined  with  a  single 
heart  to  devote  both  her  energies  and  her 
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money  to  healing  the  soitows  and  mending 
the  fortunes  of  her  bankrupt  family. 

Mr.  Ston'  stayed  on  with  his  old  friends 
throughout  the  first  weeks  of  their  adversity. 
He  was  a  shrewd,  hard-headed  man  of  busi- 
ness, invaluable  to  Mr.  Broom  in  his  present 
troubles ;  and  though  he  was  somewhat  soured 
by  his  own  domestic  unhappiness,  yet  he  was 
in  the  main  a  kind-hearted  man,  and  he  felt 
deeply  for  the  Brooms. 

Mrs.  Broom  had  anticipated  an  entire 
break-down  on  Plant  agenet's  part ;  but  in 
this  she  was  joyfully  mistaken.  The  young 
man  had  had  a  severe  lesson,  but  his  native 
obstinacy,  so  objectionable  in  prosperity,  now^ 
stood  him  in  good  stead.  Whatever  he  felt, 
he  bravely  kept  his  sorrows  to  himself,  and 
when  Mr.  Storr  offered  to  take  him  into  his 
own  business,  with  a  very  small  salaiy  to 
begin  with,  he  joyfully  accepted  the  offer,  and 
buckled  to  his  work  with  right  good  vdll. 

53—2 
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Meanwhile  Diana  Trevor  was  hovering 
between  Hfe  and  death  at  the  Priory.  The 
chill  of  the  river  and  the  shock  to  her  system 
had  combined  to  bring  her  to  the  brink  of 
the  grave. 

As  often  as  she  relapsed  into  delirium,  so 
often  did  the  name  of  Victor  Koss  rise  to  her 
lips.  To  him  she  cried  for  safety :  for 
him  she  expressed  undying  affection.  The 
agonised  parents  listened  day  after  day  to 
her  wild  and  passionate  ravings,  which  all 
means  at  their  disposal  failed  to  calm  or  to 
alleviate. 

Pompous  and  grave,  Dr.  Grain  came  day 
after  day,  and  several  times  a  day.  He  pre- 
scribed in  vain.  The  name  of  Victor  was  un- 
ceasingly on  the  girl's  lips.  She  would  rise 
in  her  bed,  and  stretch  out  her  wasted  hands 
towards  the  dear  form  she  saw  but  in  her 
fancy,  and  then  sink  back  on  her  pillows  ex- 
hausted and  worn  out. 
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r  Dr.  Grain's  claims  to  skill  lay  more  in  his 
voluminous  shirt-frill,  his  diamond  pin,  and 
his  immaculate  boots,  than  in  any  knowledge 
of  the  human  frame.  His  treatment  was  anti- 
quated ;  he  was,  so  to  speak,  a  very  fossil  of 
a  physician.  His  presence  was  imposing,  his 
voice  soothing,  his  step  noiseless.  He  still 
remembered  that  in  his  young  days  these 
were  the  attributes  which  had  extended  his 
practice,  and  he  was  content  to  harp  upon 
the  old  worn-out  and  fallacious  systems  of 
medical  treatment,  without  even  attempting 
to  keep  pace  with  the  times.  He  shrugged 
his  narrow  shoulders  at  the  mention  of  every 
new  discovery  ;  he  resolutely  opposed  himself 
to  every  iu novation.  But,  pig-headed  and 
narrow-minded  as  he  was,  he  knew  very  well 
that  but  one  thino-  would  restore  Diana  to  rea- 
son  and  health,  and  that  was  the  presence  of 
Victor  Ross.  He  called  Mr.  Trevor  aside 
at  last,  and  spoke  out  plainly. 


Olio 
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''  You  must  take  3^our  choice,"  he  said ; 
''you  must  either  consent  to  receive  your 
daughter's  Hfe  at  that  young  man's  hands  for 
the  third  time,  and  in  so  doing  sanction  their 
engagement,  or  in  a  few  days'  time  there  will 
be  no  life  to  save." 

What  answer  could  Philip  Trevor  make  ? 
What  answo:-  could  Lady  Adela  ? 

"  Give  her  love,  and  you  will  give  her  life," 
the  old  doctor  said,  again  and  again. 

Should  their  pride  of  birth  destroy  their 
only  child  ?  No  I  They  knew  they  must 
give  way ;  and  thus  it  had  come  to  pass  that 
both  Victor  and  his  sister  were  now  at  the 
Priory,  in  attendance  upon  a  slowly-recover- 
ing invalid. 

Assuredly  there  were  no  medicines  like 
hope  and  love.  In  the  sunshine  of  Victor's 
presence  Diana  Trevor  awoke  to  memory, 
then  peace,  then  returning  powers  of  vitality. 
Her   naturally    strong   constitution   speedily 
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asserted  itself,  and  in  a  fortnight  from  the 
time  when  Victor  had  been  sent  for  to  the 
bedside  of  his  beloved,  she  was  able  to  take 
her  place  once  more  in  the  family  circle. 

The  bells  of  the  parish  church  of  Olton 
Priors  had  been  sending  forth  a  merry  peal 
for  some  time,  as  Diana  and  Eva  sat  to- 
o^ether  earlv  one  afternoon  in  November. 

There  had  been  a  double  wedding  that 
morning.  George  Warre  had  been  married 
to  Camilla  Howard,  and  Pericles  Bone  to 
Penelope. 

Victor  had  acted  as  George  Warre's  best 
man,  and  was  still  absent  at  the  wedding 
breakfast  at  Arundel  Lodge.  But  it  was 
now  two  o'clock,  and  Diana  kept  watch  at 
the  window  for  Victor's  expected  return. 

"  Here  he  comes  !"  she  exclaimed  joyfully, 
as  Victor  appeared  in  sight ;  '*'  and  here 
is  Miss  Priscilla  with  him.  I  felt  sure 
she    would    come    to    see    us,    and    tell    us 
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all  about  the  dresses. — Well,  how  did  it  all 
i^o  off?"  she  exclaimed,  as  Victor  and  Miss 
Priscilla  entered  the  room.  I  am  dying  for 
a  good  gossi23.  It  seems  such  an  age  since  I 
have  even  seen  the  outer  world." 

*'  And  a  good  gossip  we  will  have,  my 
dears,"  said  Miss  Priscilla,  ''  about  the  wed- 
dings and  a  good  deal  else  besides  ;  indeed,. 
I  came  on  purpose." 

"  It  was  a  very  quiet  affair,"  said  Victor ;, 
'^  very  quiet  indeed  ;  for  the  How^ards  know 
hardly  any  one  in  the  neighbourhood,  and  the 
Brooms  left  Buncombe  yesterday  for  good. 
Old  Warre  was  there,  of  course,  and  a  brother 
of  Bone's,  who  was  his  best  man — a  rough  sort 
of  fellow,  who  has  just  come  back  from  the 
diggings.  There  were  the  Hunts  and  the 
Broughtons,  and  all  the  Golightlys " 

'^And  poor  Mr.  Boodle,"  asked  Eva,  "was 
he  there  ?" 

"  No  ;  his  feelings  were  too  much  for  him  ; 
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but  he  sent  a  very  handsome  present  to 
Camilla  by  Mrs.  Hunt,  and  a  very  well- 
expressed  letter  of  congratulation." 

''Poor  Mr.  Boodle,"  said  Miss  Priscilla. 
"  I  am  afraid  he  feels  his  disappointment 
terribly." 

''  So  the  Brooms  have  really  gone  ?"  said 
Eva.  "  What  a  terrible  wrench  it  must 
have  been  for  them  to  leave  Buncombe  !" 

"  They  would  see  no  one/'  said  Miss  Pris- 
cilla ;  "  and  I  cannot  wonder  at  their  deter- 
mination. I  hear  they  have  gone  to  live 
quite  in  the  country,  near  Dorking,  except 
Plantagenet,  who  has  gone  to  live  altogether 
wdth  Mr.  Storr,  whose  partner  he  is  even- 
tually to  be." 

'*  A  splendid  opening  for  him,"  said  Diana. 
*'  He  has  plenty  of  energy,  and  will,  I  dare 
say,  succeed  in  making  a  fortune.  What  is 
to  be  done  with  Buncombe  1" 

''I  heard  this  morning,"  said  Victor,  "from 
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Pericles  Bone,  that  it  has  already  been 
bought  by  some  medical  man  in  London, 
and  is  to  be  tm^ned  into  a  private  lunatic 
asylum." 

"  The  Brooms  will  feel  that  terribly,  will 
they  not  ?"  asked  Eva.  ''  They  have  spent 
such  thousands  on  the  place  !" 

''It  is  a  very  '  Cockney'  residence,"  said 
Victor.  ''  I  do  not  think  any  one  who  wanted  a 
country  seat  would  have  been  tempted  to  pur- 
chase it  at  any  price.  Surely  there  is  no  more 
appropriate  name  for  a  private  lunatic  asylum 
than  Buncombe  V 

''  When  do  you  expect  Charlie  ?"  said  Miss 
Priscilla,  turning  to  Eva.  ''  I  suppose  you 
heard  from  him  this  morning." 

''  He  is  to  arrive  to-morrow,"  said  Eva, 
''  with  the  widow  and  his  brother's  body. 
They  come  by  the  night  train,  lest  the  bustle 
and  confusion  at  the  station  by  day  should 
be  too  much  for  poor  Maggie.     Charlie  says 
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she  is   quite  broken-hearted,  but  out^vardly 
very  calm." 

"  What  are  her  future  plans  '?"  asked  Miss 
Priscilla. 

"  There  is  the  dower-house,  which  has 
been  so  long  uninhabited,"  said  Eva;  '^Charlie 
means  to  have  it  done  up  throughout,  and 
Maggie  likes  the  notion  of  living  there.  She 
will  stay  on  at  Coddesley  with  Charlie  for 
the  present." 

"  Until  Coddesley  is  ready  for  a  new  mis- 
tress ?"  said  Miss  Priscilla,  as  she  tenderly 
kissed  her  goddaughter.  '^  Ah  !  my  dear  ;  I 
wish  your  mother  could  have  seen  you 
Countess  of  Margate  !" 

"We  do  not  know  but. that  she  will,"  said 
Eva  softly.  "  Her  spirit  seems  ever  present 
to  me  in  my  dreams." 


CHAPTEK  XXIII. 


WEDDINCI    BELLS. 


iGAIN  the  bells  were  sendino^  forth 
a  merry  peal.  Again  the  whole 
population  of  Olton  Priors  has  left 
its  customary  occupations  to  witness  a  double 
marriage  in  the  old  parish  church. 

It  is  the  1st  of  May ;  the  trees  are  all 
bursting  into  bloom;  the  birds  are  piping  their 
songs  of  greeting  from  many  a  bush.  The  sun 
shines  out  in  all  his  fullest  glory  on  the  mar- 
riages of  Victor  Koss  to  Diana  Trevor,  and 
of  the  Earl  of  Margate  to  Eva  Boss. 
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The  country  folk  line  the  Shaleborough 
lane  leadinof  from  the  church ;  crowds  are 
thronging  the  aisles  and  galleries.  Sud- 
denly the  sounds  of  the  ''  Wedding  March ' 
peal  forth  from  the  organ,  and  the  bells 
begin  to  ring ;  the  crowd  in  the  church- 
yard crane  their  necks  forward  to  obtain  a 
glimpse  of  the  brides  and  bridegrooms  as 
they  walk  down  the  path  to  the  gate  where 
the  carriages  are  waiting  to  convey  them  to 
the  Priory,  where  the  breakfast  is  prepared. 
The  school-children  are  strewino-  flowers  on 
the  path — lilac  and  laburnum,  lilies  and 
pink  almond  blossom,  and  all  the  fragrant 
flowers  of  spring. 

There  is  a  buzz  of  pleasure  and  admiration 
as  the  handsome  young  Earl  leads  his  lovely 
Countess  down  the  flower-strewn  walk,  fol- 
lowed  by  Victor  and  his  bright-eyed  bride. 
What  contrasts  they  are,  and  how  fair  to 
look  upon  ! 
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Then  come  the  bridesmaids,  some  in  pink, 
and  some  in  blue,  each  on  the  arm  of  her 
groomsman,  and  among  them  Lady  Blanche 
FitzHenry  on  the  arm  of  Dolly  Darell,  and 
Miss  Golightly  in  the  charge  of  Gus,  whose 
bright  young  face  shows  no  traces  now  of  the 
rough  usage  he  had  once  received. 

Then  came  Lady  Adela  on  the  arm  of  old 
Tom  Ross,  and  Margaret,  Lady  Margate,  her 
weeds  thrown  aside  just  for  this  one  day,  by 
the  side  of  Philip  Trevor. 

Then  Miss  Priscilla,  weeping  with  joy,  but 
smiling  through  her  tears,  as,  escorted  by  Dr. 
Grain,  she  nodded  to  the  villagers  on  either 
side  the  path.  Then  George  Warre  and 
Camilla,  and  Pericles  and  Penelope  Bone, 
and  then  the  laughing,  chattering  crowd,  who 
had  come  to  witness  this  crowning  ceremony 
of  love  and  joy. 


CHAPTEE  XXIV. 


THE    END    OF    BARKEr's    DOMIXIOX. 


ET  another  year  has  passed.  Again 
it  is  spring.  Again  the  month  is 
May ;  and  Miss  Priscilla,  trowel  in 
hand,  is  standing  among  her  shrubs  and 
flowers  in  the  blooming  garden  of  the  Manor 
House.  The  toi-toise-shell  tom  is  rubbing 
himself  against  her  skirts,  and  Bruno  is  sur- 
veying his  mistress  with  loving  eyes  from  his 
favourite  lair  on  the  sunlit  lawn.  The 
faithful  Barker  is  beside  her  mistress,  help 
ing  or  hindering  as  the  case  may  be  in  plant- 
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ing  and  transplanting,  tying  up  and  pinning 
down  ;  and  gossiping  all  the  time,  to  her  own 
and  Miss  Priscilla's  great  amusement. 

Miss  Priscilla  looks  at. her  watch. 

*^  It  is  almost  time  for  me  to  go  and  dress," 
•says  she.  ^'  Mr.  Koss  is  to  call  for  me  on  his 
way  to  the  church,  and  I  must  not  keep  him 
waiting." 

Again  to  the  church  !  For  what  ceremony 
is  Miss  Priscilla  bound.  A  double  wedding 
last  time,  a  double  christening  this  !  An 
heir  has  been  born  to  the  house  of  Margate, 
and  Diana  Koss  is  the  mother  of  a  little  girl. 
To  both  are  Miss  Priscilla  and  Tom  Ross  to 
be  god-parents,  and  for  this  ceremony  are 
they  going  together  to  the  old  parish . 
church. 

''It  is  not  often  Mr.  Golightly  has  to 
christen  such  bonny  bairns,"  says  Barker  ; 
''  Lord  love  'eni,  they  be  beauties  both  of 
'em.     But  here  comes  Mr.  Ross,  Miss  Pris- 
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€illa,  nigh  on  an  hour  before  his  time.  I'll 
go  and  get  your  gown  ready  against  you 
come  in ;"  and  the  faithful  Barker  was  off  in 
a  twinkling,  Avith  an  odd  expression  on  her 
wrinkled,  kindly  face,  that  puzzled  Miss  Pris- 
cilla  exceedingly. 

Tom  Koss  was  now  an  old  man,  but  he 
was  vigorous  and  sturdy  still,  and  though  the 
extraordinary  brightness  of  his  good  looks 
had  become  dimmed  by  advancing  years,  yet 
he  was  remarkable  for  his  handsome  person 
still.  His  once  golden  hair  was  nearly  white, 
but  the  fire  of  the  blue  eyes  was  yet  un- 
quenched. 

"  You  have  come  before  your  time,"  said 
Miss  Priscilla  as  she  greeted  him  smilingly. 
"  I  did  not  expect  you  for  an  hour  or 
more." 

"  I  came  early  on  purpose,"  he  rejoined, 
^'  I  wanted  to  have  a  talk  to  you  about  many 
things  before  we  become  joint  sponsors  to  my 
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grandchildren.  But  first  let  me  tell  you 
some  scraps  of  news  that  I  have  gleaned  on 
my  way  to  you.  First  it  seems  that  Mr. 
Storr  has  a  pecuniary  interest  in  the  Bun- 
combe Lunatic  Asylum,  indeed  it  is  said  to 
belong  to  him  entirely." 

"  But  Mr.  Storr  is  not  a  medical  man," 
said  Miss  Priscilla  in  astonishment.  ''  What 
can  he  know  about  the  care  of  the  in- 
sane V 

^^  Oh  !  that  does  not  matter  at  all  in  these 
days/'  said  Tom  Koss.  "  A  private  lunatic 
asylum,  is  as  much  private  property  as  an 
hotel.  You  want  a  license,  only  of  a  different 
sort,  for  both,  and  then  you  may  delegate 
your  responsibilities  to  any  one,  competent 
or  incompetent,  whom  you  may  choose  to 
select." 

'^  How  monstrous  !"  exclaimed  Miss  Pris- 
cilla. ^'  Is  it  really  possible  that  such  should 
be  the  case  in'  a  country  like  ours  1" 
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**  It  would  seem  so/'  rejoined  Mr.  Ross. 
*^  At  any  rate  Mr.  Storr  is  now  the  owner  of 
Buncombe  Asylum,  and  I  think  he  means  to 
make  it  pay.  He  never  touches  anything 
but  that  it  turns  to  gold.  And  this  leads 
me  to  my  second  piece  of  news.  To  whom 
do  you  think  he  has  delegated  the  re- 
sponsibility of  attending  on  the  insane 
patients  ?" 

*'  To  some  one,  of  course,  who  has  made 
that  branch  of  medical  science  his  especial 
care,"  said  Miss  Priscilla. 

''  Not  a  bit  of  it.  Storr  wanted  a  smart 
<?hap  with  plenty  of  swagger  and  brag,  who 
would  not  mind  the  dirty  Avork  of  the  busi- 
ness ;  a  man,  you  understand,  who  would 
show  off  the  beauties  of  the  place  to  the 
patients'  relations,  much  after  the  manner  of 
a  cheap-jack  extolhng  his  wares  at  a  country 
fair ;  in  short,  a  sharp  plausible  humbug  who 
would    be    keen  enough    to    deceive,    when 
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necessary,  both  patients'  relations  and  com- 
missioners." 

"  How  dreadful  !"  exclaimed  Miss  Pris- 
cilla. 

"  He  has  found  such  a  man  in  the  person 
of  a  mutual  acquaintance  of  ours,"  continued 
Mr.  Boss. 

'^  Indeed  !  who  can  that  be  ?" 

"'  Pericles  Bone ;  he  has  been  offered  the 
post,  and  has  unhesitatingly  and  unblushingly 
accepted  it." 

''But  surely  he  is  not  a  fit  person  for  such 
a  position,"  urged  Miss  Priscilla. 

Mr.  Boss  shrugged  his  shoulders  impres- 
sively. ''  He  is  a  man  who  considers  himself 
fit  for  any  and  every  position,"  he  said,  ''  an 
archbishopric  or  a  dukedom  would  appear  to 
that  young  man  only  in  the  light  of  a  proper 
tribute  to  his  merits  by  an  appreciative 
country." 

"  I  pity  the  patients,"  said  Miss  Priscilla. 
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''I  met  Bone  as  I  came  along,"  said  Mr. 
Ross.  ''  He  told  me  of  his  new  appointment, 
and  he  told  me  more.  Who  do  you  think  is 
the  principal  patient  there  already '?" 

"  I  have  no  idea." 

''  Mrs.  Astor  herself  1  Mr.  Storr's  divorced 
wife.  A  strange  Nemesis  truly.  It  seems 
that  she  and  her  sister  made  straight  for  New 
York,  with  their  plunder,  from  here.  Miss 
Mullins,  or  Desmoulines,  whichever  we  choose 
to  call  her,  went  on  the  stage  forthwith,  and 
after  a  while  Mrs.  Astor  attempted  the  same 
profession.  Miss  Mullins  was  a  success — 
Mrs.  Astor  a  failure.  It  seems  that  the 
latter  had  for  some  time  past  given  way  to 
habits  of  intemperance.  Latterly,  and  especi- 
ally since  she  became  an  actress,  the  habit  has 
become  confirmed.  At  last  her  brain  gave 
way,  and  she  was  removed  to  an  asylum  in 
the  States.  Of  this,  in  some  roundabout  way, 
Mr.  Storr  heard.     He  wrote  to  Miss  Mullins 
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and  offered  to  provide  the  poor  woman  with 
every  comfort  at  Buncombe,  if  she  could  be 
sent  home  to  England.  She  has  come,  and 
Bone  tells  me  everything  has  been  done  that 
could  be  done  to  make  her  cheerful  and  happy." 

''  Has  her  mind  quite  given  way  1"  asked 
Miss  Priscilla. 

'^  Quite.  Bone  tells  me  there  is  no  chance 
of  her  recovery.  I  do  not  feel  any  confidence 
in  his  opinion  certainly,  but  her  health  seems 
so  undermined  that  a  few  years  at  most  must 
see  the  end  of  her  unhappy  career.  In  the 
meantime  she  has  her  carriage  and  her  own 
attendants,  and  a  garden  in  which  she  takes 
great  delight." 

"  It  speaks  well  for  Mr.  Storr  that  he 
should  have  so  provided  for  her/'  said  Miss 
Priscilla. 

"  I  think  Mrs.  Astor  owes  it  to  Genista 
Broom's  influence,"  said  Mr.  Boss  ;  "  that  girl 
is  an  angel.     It  seems  that  Mr.  Storr  proposed 
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to  her,  and  that  she  refused  him  on  the  ground 
that  he  had  a  wife  hving ;  for  her  rehgious 
opinions  admit  no  j^ossibihty  of  divorce,  except 
through  the  grave." 

"  I  had  thought  at  one  time  that  she  cared 
for  our  curate,"  said  Miss  Priscilla. 

"  I  have  heard  something  of  it  from  Bone's 
wife.  I  beheve  the  Keverend  Celestine  did 
propose  to  her,  but  it  was  during  the  time 
that  Mr.  Conrad  Norton  was  staying  at 
Buncombe.  That  young  man's  good  looks 
and  fascinating  manners  spoilt  whatever 
chance  the  poor  curate  ever  had.  I  do  not 
think  Genista  Broom  will  ever  marry  now. 
She  has  had  her  one  dream  of  a  passionate 
all-absorbing  love,  and  has  woke  to  find  her 
idol  all  that  was  vile  and  worthless.  Poor 
ofirl !" 

*'  And  yet  what  would  her  parents  do  with- 
out her '?"  said  Miss  Priscilla.  ''  She  is  all  in 
all  to  them  in  their  ruined  old  ag^e." 
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"  True,  they  see  but  little  of  Plantagenet  ; 
but  they  are  very  proud  of  him.  He  is  steady 
and  persevering,  and  a  prime  favourite  with 
Mr.  Storr.  He  is  rapidly  making  money, 
and,  like  his  father,  is  proud  of  being  men- 
tioned as  a  man  who  went  to  London  with 
only  three-halfpence  in  his  pocket." 

"  I  saw  George  War  re  yesterday,"  said 
Miss  Priscilla.  ''  How  happy  he  and  Camilla 
seem,  and  how  proud  of  their  boy." 

"They  are  wonderfully  well  suited  to  one 
another,"  answered  Mr.  Ross,  "  and  an  un- 
commonly fine-looking  couple.  I  was  over  at 
Warre's  little  place  the  other  day.  It  is  very 
snug  and  prettily  furnished ;  and  the  stables 
are  quite  •  a  sight ;  indeed  I  think  the  horses 
are  better  taken  care  of  than  the  human 
beings." 

"  I  must  be  off  to  dress,"  said  Miss  Priscilla, 
'''how  we  have  been  gossiping  here." 

"  One  thing  more  T  must  say  before  I  let 
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jou  go,"  said  Mr.  Koss,  ''the  one  thing  I 
came  to  say ;"  then  he  came  and  stood  by 
Miss  Priscilla  and  took  her  hand  in  his. 

"  I  am  very  lonely,"  he  said,  "  very  lonely 
at  Black  Rock,  without  my  children  to  bear 
me  comj^any.  We  have  known  each  other  all 
our  lives,  Priscilla ;  you  have  been  a  mother 
to  my  darlings,  and  to-day  you  are  to  stand 
with  me  joint  sponsor  to  my  children's  children. 
Will  you  gladden  my  widowed  home  with  your 
bright  presence,  Priscilla  ?  Can  you  find  a 
place  in  your  heart  for  the  father  of  the  boy 
and  girl  you  have  always  so  cherished,  and 
whose  hves  you  have  brought  to  such  happi- 
ness and  peace  ?  We  are  old  people  now,  but 
we  are  both  hale  and  hearty.  Tell  me, 
dear  Priscilla,  can  you  bring  yourself  to  be 
my  wife  ?" 

The  tears  glistened  in  Miss  Priscilla 's  eyes 
as  she  laid  her  hand  in  his.  For  answer,  she 
led  him  to  the  old  bureau,  and  unlocking  it, 
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she  took  out  the  dead  bunch  of  myrtle-sprays, 
the  cherished  rehcs  of  her  gh'lhood's  love  ; 
and  she  told  him  who  had  given  them,  and 
when,  and  how  they  had  been  to  her  a 
fragrant  memory  of  early  hopes  through  all 
these  long  and  weary  years. 

Barker  came  to  hurry  her  mistress  lest  she 
should  be  late,  and  as  she  passed  the  window 
she  saw  the  bunch  of  dry,  dead  twigs  in  Tom 
Ross's  hand,  and  Miss  Priscillas  head 
pillowed  on  Tom  Ross's  breast. 


THE    END. 
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